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Abstract
This thesis explores the work of five of Britain’s most prominent food writers - Delia
Smith, Jamie Oliver, Nigella Lawson, Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall and Nigel Slater to illustrate how food writing in Britain emanates from a range of gendered positions.
The literature chapter illustrates the various meanings of the gendered literary
performances to be studied in this thesis, and broadly defines what is meant by a
masculine, a feminine and a queer perspective for the purposes of this study.
Beginning with Judith Butler it then uses supporting evidence from other gender
scholars to examine the impact and effect of gender upon writing. It also examines
how such gendered literary performances are both written and received.
Chapter Two examines a brief but broad selection of historical food writing in Britain
to illustrate that food writing has long been gendered into female, private, domestic
cookery – hence the term ‘cook’ - and male, professional, public style cooking which
has the accompanying title of ‘chef’.
Each author is then explored in detail to look at how gender affects both the manner
in which they write, and the effect of this writing on their readers. All food writing is
written with somewhat of an active purpose in mind, and this intended active purpose
has the power to influence the food practices of readers. Gender and its
corresponding performances play a large part in how people make and consume
food. In fact most food practices can be seen to be largely gendered and how each
author utilises their gender in their writing is illustrated and discussed. Broadly
speaking these books are either written from the domestic sphere by ‘cooks’, or are
written from an authorial perspective external to the domestic sphere by ‘chefs’.
Where each author chooses to write from can be seen as a gendered decision and
these varying perspectives are explored in detail.
Each author’s construction of their literary persona, employed in their books and
programmes, is also examined in detail. This literary persona is constructed to create
intimacy with their readership and as such contains elements of the lives of these
authors. An examination of what they consider to be valuable and meaningful - be it
6

family, ethical food consumption, the role of food in building strong societies, the
pleasure of eating or clear instruction – is made clear by closely analysing each
author’s work.
Each author’s work contains a legacy for their readers. Not only are these books that
can be read many times, but by incorporating recipes and instructions these books
contain an active legacy of the authors’ preferred food practices which might be
repeated by their readers in their own homes. This legacy also contains elements of
what it is to be ‘British’, and the extent to which each author has incorporated
‘traditional’ food practices and recipes to keep them from being discarded forms part
of this legacy.
Overall, gender and how it affects and shapes food writing, and is examined from a
number of perspectives to illustrate how gender distinctly influences each author’s
performed literary persona.
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Introduction
One cannot think well, love well, sleep well if one has not dined well (Virginia Woolf
1929).
Does the gendered identity of the author alter the perspective from which cookbooks
are written or read by their readers within the genre of food writing? Whilst compiling
the research and formulating the argument for this thesis it has become clear that
gender plays a vital role in both how these books are written, and how they are read
and received by their readers. This thesis illustrates the extent to which conventional
gendered norms and expectations are reproduced or challenged in the food writing
of five British cookbook authors. These authors are among the most popular and
well-known food writers working in Britain today: Delia Smith, Jamie Oliver, Nigella
Lawson, Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall and Nigel Slater.
Food writing is a very popular genre. In every year that the authors selected for this
thesis have published books, these books have been among the best-selling books
in the UK for that period (amazon.co.uk: best-sellers by year (2015 Statistics)). Not
just one or two of these authors but all five of them have consistently published
books that have sold enough copies to be in the top twenty selling books of the year.
In 2014 Jamie Oliver’s Comfort Food was the seventh best-selling book in Britain. In
2013 Oliver held the twelfth and eighteenth position respectively with Save with
Jamie and Jamie’s 15 Minute Meals, whilst Nigel Slater had the nineteenth most
popular book for the year with Eat. Oliver and Slater were again featured in 2011’s
top twenty selling books, Oliver and Fearnley-Whittingstall in 2010, Oliver and
Lawson in 2009. Smith last published a book in 2008, and she occupied the fourth
best-selling position for that year, with Oliver and Lawson also featured in the top ten
(Amazon 2008-2014). In a literary landscape filled with dire warnings about the
future of the printed word these books are still being bought and used by their
readership in vast numbers.
Cookbooks are written primarily as guides for the preparation and consumption of
food. Each contains instructions on how to prepare and cook food for any number of
occasions. But these books are not merely instructional. As Barbara Santich writes,
‘food can never be simply sustenance for the physical body; it also represents the
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myths and mores, the priorities and practices of a society’ (1996: 43). Thus these
books about food represent not just ways to eat but ways to live. In particular they
provide examples and illustrations of lives affected by gendered expectations.
Certainly the popularity of these books is a key factor in why they should be critically
examined. Representations of gender roles and expectations are often debated and
examined critically in other literary texts, but an examination of food writing offers a
unique view of how gender operates in the society from which distinctive gendered
qualities emanate. How many more readers are likely to be influenced by Oliver’s
perspective on the role of women in the domestic arena than are influenced by
academic texts discussing theories of that domestic space and how gender functions
within it? How many more readers are likely to be influenced by the love and solace
Lawson appears to obtain from her position in the domestic sphere than any number
of feminist articles extolling the virtues of reclaiming that same space? What makes
these influences continuing and persuasive is that cookbooks themselves continue
to be relevant to their readers. They are bought, read and used, making food writing
a form of literature distinct from any other. Their only comparable rival could be seen
in craft or gardening books — but these are still seen largely as utilitarian ‘how-to’
guides rather than distinctive of their authors’ personality and lifestyle. Another
distinct aspect of modern food writing is that, when popular, it is usually
accompanied by a television programme in which the authors not only demonstrate
their recipes, but allow their readers an edited and constructed version of how they
live - hence these programmes that accompany the books are an extension of their
written counterparts.
The impact and effect of gender on food writing is the major concern of this thesis.
The key field of scholarly research to which it contributes is the analysis of food
writing and domestic cultures. Stephen Mennell notes that food writing can be seen
to adhere to four major themes or concerns. These are:
The disquisition on what constitutes correct ‘practice’ according to the
prevailing knowledge of the day…A second component is dietetic, setting
out what foods and what forms of cookery are good for one according to
the prevailing knowledge of the day…A third component, and one
probably more central to the gastronomic literary position, is a brew of
history, myth, and history serving as myth…The fourth and final
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component of gastronomic literature is the nostalgic evocation of
memorable meals (Mennell 1985: 270-271).
These definitions nicely encompass the works examined in this study - primarily
cook-books, although the authors’ corresponding television programmes will also be
examined in brief as they introduce and re-emphasise each author’s literary persona.
In addition, as parallel projects these programmes reinforce each book’s message
and meaning. Within each author’s literary output there are other forms of writing Slater has written an autobiography; Lawson restaurant reviews; and Smith has
written books about her Catholic faith; and all the authors have written newspaper
and magazine columns. This thesis will focus on their primary literary production their cook-books, and accompanying programmes if applicable - as this is the
literature that most closely adheres to Mennell’s definitions. Mennell makes a further
qualification which is useful for this thesis when he states that the genre of modern
food writing includes work which ‘might be considered gastronomic literature as
much as cookery books…they seem to be intended to be read as literature’ (Mennell
1985: 271). As discussed in each author’s separate chapters, one of the key areas of
their individual appeal is the notion of their work having a legacy, which is in part due
to their capacity to be both used in a practical sense and enjoyed in a separate but
just as meaningful literary sense.
The main argument of this thesis is that gender plays a part in how food writing is
written and received by audiences. Certainly it could be argued that historically food
writing in Britain has gendered qualities, and each author can be seen to have been
influenced - to some degree - by their historical peers. Some of these texts allowed a
route by which gendered historical examples of writing could be examined. But
whereas much of the current literature available in the field examining food writing in
Britain offers interesting perspectives on the history of food practices and food
writing, and allows for an understanding of how class and education impact upon the
finished texts, they do not closely analyse or directly compare the role of gender in
either.
Barbara Santich has argued that an examination of food writing should be aware of
class as a defining perspective, stating that ‘cookbooks have – at least
historically…tended to record the higher cuisine’ (Santich 2009: 41), but noting that
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by the eighteenth and nineteenth century ‘the cookery book began to be
democratised’ (Santich 2009: 42). This led to books which remain predominantly
written from a middle-class perspective. Steve Jones and Ben Taylor agree with this
assertion, noting that Elizabeth David and Jane Grigson were able to write in the
highly evocative and skilled manner which they employ because they both
possessed ‘a high degree of cultural capital and access to a diverse range of
culinary traditions’ (Jones and Taylor 2001: 174), due in part to their ‘social
background’ (Jones and Taylor 2001:174). All of the authors examined for this thesis
come from similarly privileged backgrounds, although only Lawson and FearnleyWhittingstall completed university. All five writers have a high degree of cultural
capital, which is evident in their work. All of the authors examined can be broadly
described as middle class - they do not have to complete all of their household tasks,
and Lawson and Slater both write of delegating tasks such as cleaning and childminding – but they do not have either the capacity or desire to remove themselves
from domestic labour entirely. Of the authors selected only the men are
professionally trained – that is, undertaken training at colleges and professional
restaurants - although Fearnley-Whittingstall did not complete his training and left the
traditional route of professional cooking to pursue writing. Both Oliver and FearnleyWhittingstall worked at The River Café, a restaurant notable for its head chef team of
the late Rosie Gray and Ruth Rogers.

Nevertheless, both Oliver and Fearnley-

Whittingstall use technical language and display professional skills, such as being
adept with knives, in their books and on their programmes, so something of their
professional training is evident in their performance and address to their readers.
Smith, Lawson and Slater do not display these skills. Despite Slater’s training he
places himself firmly in the domestic, and does not perform in the manner of a
trained chef for his audience. Smith and Lawson are self-taught, and emphasise this
fact in order to create a bond with their readers, the implication being that if they
taught themselves they can teach their readers in a similar fashion. In contrast Oliver
and Fearnley-Whittingstall emphasise, either overtly or implicitly through the
demonstration of professional skills and knowledge, their authority over their readers.
Slater can be seen to straddle this divide; he has professional knowledge, but has
slowed his pace and altered his focus to write to his readers in the domestic sphere
without intimidating them.
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This thesis asserts that the gender of the authors plays a part in this writing, and that
different gendered identities — be they male female or queer — can be seen in
distinctly different authorial perspectives and intended readerships. This thesis
therefore also contributes to the field of gender studies - in particular the impact a
gendered identity has on writing. In addition as the authors selected are all British,
this thesis is part of a wider analysis of distinctly British writing, and of the society
and culture of modern Britain from which these texts emanate. Why does this
matter? It matters because although in theory the society of modern Britain is an
equal society, the reality is less egalitarian. Domestic duties such as cooking remain
largely the domain of women. Food practices are still gendered to some extent in
modern Britain: Tracey McVeigh reported that ‘[a]nalysis by the Institute For Public
Policy Research [for Britain] (IFPP) think-tank shows that 8 out of 10 married women
do more household chores than their male partners’ (McVeigh 2012: 24). This can
be seen in the seemingly simple divide of nomenclature: ‘cooks’, denoting a skilled
amateur, normally being applied to women and ‘chefs’: denoting a skilled
professional usually applied to men. Either the authors of this study use one of these
terms to describe themselves, or others use it to describe them.
The gender of the person instructing the reader matters. Do they speak as though to
an equal, a peer? Or do they assume an authority over the reader because of their
different gender? Do they or their readers assume that women should take on most
of the responsibility of domestic tasks, in a modern Britain where the reality is that
both men and women work outside of the domestic as well as within it? How much
does this type of writing celebrate the domestic sphere as a place for enjoyment or
reinforce the unequal distribution of labour with the onus on women to shoulder most
of the burden?

Gender is almost immediately apparent in the authorial position each author takes by
writing either from the domestic sphere or to it. As Smith and Lawson describe
themselves as ‘cooks’, the domestic title acts to remove any fear that their readers
will not be able to emulate their efforts. The term ‘cook’ establishes an amateur
status and connects the author firmly with his or her readers, giving them an
authorial position of intimacy. The women examined in this study adopt the title of
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‘cook’ – linking them firmly to the domestic sphere from which they write and from
which their intended readership receives their advice and instructions.
Oliver and Fearnley-Whittingstall are referred to as ‘chefs’. The title of ‘chef’ signifies
professional training, someone who has been taught skills and has acquired
knowledge about cookery that puts them above those who cook only at home. It acts
to elevate their authorial position ensuring that any advice they give to their readers
has ‘professional’ authority.
Mennell discusses this cook/chef dichotomy, arguing that the initial distinction came
from the French tradition where ‘French professional chefs were at pains to
differentiate their work from mere domestic cookery. Domestic cookery was in both
countries [France and Britain] seen as primarily the preserve of females, whether
paid women cooks, or housewives cooking for their own families’ (1985: 200).
Mennell goes further; suggesting the reason the term ‘chef’ is not associated with
women lies:
… in the very close association in most human cultures of women with
ordinary domestic cooking. Whenever a technically more elaborate,
socially more prestigious cuisine has begun to develop it has necessarily
involved differentiation both technical and social from the everyday
cookery of the majority of the people. Since the latter is generally
associated with women cooks it is likely that any process of social
differentiation will involve distancing the food of the lower orders and from
the women who cook it (Mennell 1985: 201).

This distinction allows for an understanding of the title of ‘chef’ as more powerful
than that of ‘cook’ - the ‘chef’ has been trained and has skills and experience. The
technical training and higher skill level of professionally trained chefs gives them the
opportunity of a career in the professional realm, one where power and influence are
visible and evident.
Interestingly, Slater also calls himself a ‘cook’ and one of the key arguments of this
thesis is that it is his ‘queered’ gender role that allows him this flexibility. If the terms
‘cook’ and ‘chef’ indicate gendered expectations of food preparation and food writing,
that is, performances of feminised and masculinised behaviours, this thesis
illustrates the ways in which these gendered expectations are both confirmed and
questioned and hence made more complex when queered. Gender roles in food
15

writing would seem to be relatively conservative, and certainly this thesis argues
that, broadly, this is the case, despite the modernity of the culture from which these
books emanate.
Food writing is one of the few genres that has remained relatively conservatively
gendered, offering examples of how conventional ideas regarding femininity and
masculinity are reproduced and enacted. To some extent this can be seen as a
reflection of the society from which these books and programmes emanate, for in
twenty-first century Britain food practices are still largely gendered. Janet T. Spence
states that ‘[s]ex role differentiation is universal among human societies; women and
men are assigned different tasks, rights and privileges and are likely to be subject to
different codes of conduct’ (Spence and Helmreich 1979: 4). In practices concerning
food this difference in gender expectations is clearly delineated. Domestic cookery is
associated strongly with feminine behaviour, women and the title ‘cook’. Men, if they
cook, are either seen to be partaking in a professional, trained activity, associated
with the title ‘chef’, or to be indulging in a leisurely – as in chosen and desired –
activity. This removes male cookery practices from the perceived burden of domestic
everyday practices. The perspective of Slater as a queer male cook offers an
alternative to normative gendered roles and modes of being. What we eat, how we
eat, and perhaps most importantly who cooks and why, is an integral part of how we
live and of how we form a sense of ourselves as constituted by our community and
society.
The five authors chosen for this thesis were selected from the many authors working
in the genre for a number of reasons. Delia Smith was selected because in her
native Britain more than any other author she can be seen to have influenced the
state of modern food writing, and its links to television programmes. Smith was the
first to have an accompanying television programme that acted to reinforce her
written instructions and advice. But Smith has also been notable for her cultural
impact. It is not for nothing that the idea of previously arcane ingredients or kitchen
tools selling out and being unavailable across Britain is called ‘the Delia Effect’.
Smith was until very recently the most successful of all five authors, and her books
and programmes appear regularly on British television, repeated on the many cable
networks devoted to food programming. Her personal address to her readers, one
that is reinforced and illustrated by her books’ consistent popularity long after the
16

programmes accompanying them are being regularly shown, has helped shape her
reputation as a writer who can be trusted and relied upon. She has sold over thirtyone million books in her native Britain (Deliaonline 2015) and has always been keen
to embrace new technologies and platforms for her teachings regarding food.
Food writing as a genre has many platforms - there are for example a plethora of
blogs and websites devoted to recipe sharing and food advice - however this does
not detract from the printed books, indeed it seems to enhance their appeal with
many new authors obtaining book contracts after having successful and popular
blogs. Smith was the first of the authors examined in this thesis to establish a
website (in 2000), a site which now attracts over four and a half million visits per
month (Deliaonline 2015). Recently she announced plans to launch a web-based
series to instruct a new generation of cooks and the first episodes were broadcast in
March 2014 (Delia Online Cookery School YouTube.com). A study of British food
writing that did not include Smith would be inconceivable, as for many of her British
readers she represents the genre. Smith offers the first feminised perspective on
food writing to be examined in this study - a stance evident in and shored up by its
domestic address, intimacy and simple clarity of language.
Jamie Oliver was selected because both in Britain and internationally he is now
Britain’s most successful food author. Oliver was recently listed as the second most
valuable author of all time (second only to J.K.Rowling) with sales registering over
126 million pounds. The same list contained Smith in tenth place with sales of 64.4
million pounds, and Lawson in nineteenth place with overall sales of 48.5 million
pounds (all statistics: Hastings 2012).

Oliver offers a distinctly masculinised

perspective on cookery, revealing himself to be the patriarchal figure of his own
family, but also to hold patriarchal views on the society in which he lives. Other male
authors such as Gordon Ramsay could also have been selected to illustrate a
masculinised example of food writing but Ramsay does not have the body of writing
that Oliver does and his perspective on the genre is so professionalized that
generating contrast to his feminine and queer peers would be too simplistic. Another
factor that led to Ramsay’s exclusion was that in terms of book sales he simply is not
as popular as his peers chosen for this thesis and his work within the genre has
demonstrably less influence. For this study however Oliver’s choice to remove his
authorial perspective from the domestic sphere, his politicised projects - Oliver has
17

become notable for launching large-scale public projects in attempts to increase
broad social awareness of how food can improve health - and his distinctly
patriarchal perspective on family and society provide an excellent platform from
which to examine his work for a gendered focus. Oliver’s popularity suggests that
his attachment to a deeply conservative patriarchal social structure is shared by
many.
If Oliver is included, in part, for his patriarchal perspective on family and culture, then
the inclusion of Nigella Lawson in this study provides a direct contrast, focusing as
she does on a feminised perspective of family and home. Lawson’s food writing is
highly feminised, both in its language and address and in its firm roots in a
matriarchal domestic sphere.

Lawson’s popularity also played a part in her

selection, as did the huge potential of examining her large corpus of food writing.
She is a highly skilled evocative writer, and thus far - apart from Smith – in terms of
influence and popularity none of her peers have surpassed her. Lawson’s hyperfeminine literary alter ego provides an excellent source of material with which to
examine examples of gendered writing in contrast to her male counterparts but also
in comparison to Smith, who uses a literary style that differs from Lawson’s
feminised stance.
Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall is the second masculinised author to be examined for
this thesis. In part this is because he offers a different perspective to Oliver’s political
campaigning: instead of campaigning to improve society through family and
friendship groups he seeks to improve society through a better understanding of
ethical food production. In common with Oliver, Fearnley-Whittingstall regularly
removes himself from the domestic sphere to write to his intended readership within
it, so the different, professional spheres in which he and Oliver choose to position
themselves offer two distinctly masculine perspectives on British food-writing that
could be contrasted to good effect. Another author who might have offered an
alternative perspective on masculinity in British food writing is Heston Blumenthal but
Fearnley-Whittingstall was preferred because he has a much larger body of written
work from which to draw debate and discussion as to how gender shapes his work.
Finally, Nigel Slater offers a queered perspective. Although trained as a professional
chef, Slater identifies himself as a ‘cook’ and writes from within the private domestic
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sphere. In common with his fellow authors Slater is highly prolific and allows for a
detailed examination of an authorial status that refuses both feminised and
masculinised labels. His work demonstrates a more fluid gendered position in food
writing. His writing is among some of the most skilled and creative in the genre of
food writing, not just in Britain but internationally. As his fellow food writer Matthew
Fort writes, ‘we love the man because he both panders to our greed for inimitable
prose and we respect him because his recipes work and allow us to fulfill our
appetites’ (Fort 2008). Like the other authors chosen for this study, Slater’s writing,
although it offers recipes from other cultures, identifies itself strongly as British in
terms of the cultural practices he writes about and the seasons he celebrates. Other
authors who might have offered a queered perspective are Yotam Ottolenghi, Jack
Monroe and Allegra McEvedy but Slater has both the larger body of work to draw
from, and is hugely popular, more so than the other authors.
All of the chosen authors are notable, however, in that their gendered identity forms
a part of their literary personas. These personas prove popular with their readers, as
sales attest, in part because they create the intimacy between author and reader.
This intimacy is crucial for successful food writing. Readers need to believe that the
author is writing about their own eating practices, and has authentically prepared and
eaten the food they describe, in order for the writing to be convincing. There are
many books attributed to celebrity chefs that can be clearly seen to be ghost-written,
that is, not written by the chefs that claim to have done so. This is evident either in
the stark, un-emotive language of their recipes, the dependence on colourful food
photography, or – all too often – because the recipes simply cannot be replicated in
the home kitchen as they fail to work. Food writing is most successful when the
author’s personality, their perspective on the role of food in their lives, how it shapes
their ideas of self, family, community and health, appears to be distinctly and
authentically their own.
Because of the intimacy required there is a notable adoption by each author of a
public literary persona that illustrates aspects of their private selves but is of course
an edited and constructed version of the same. The Delia, Jamie, Hugh, Nigella and
Nigel that their readers refer to by their Christian names as though they were friends
are, in fact, creations by their respective authors. Many of the words used by readers
to describe their reaction to their work show that these literary personas are
19

successful in creating a sense of intimacy with the reader: ‘there are three of us in
this marriage Nigel’ (Slater 2012, xii) or, ‘I love your recipes Delia, they work, even
for an idiot like me ‘(Smith 1982: 6). Each author has created a persona that their
readers can engage with and trust whilst revealing only as much of their private lives
as they are comfortable with.
This persona can also be seen in the accompanying television programmes, if
available (Slater has not made television series for all of his books and Lawson did
not make a programme for her first book How to Eat (2000)), but for the purposes of
this study the performance in these television programmes is seen as an extension
of this literary persona. This literary persona is often so convincing that it can be
confused by readers and viewers with the author’s private life. Thus Lawson is
accused of constant reliance on sexualised behaviour and Smith is seen in contrast
as stuffy and arch at times. Oliver is perceived as a man of the people due to his
accent and populist approach and Fearnley-Whittingstall is accused of elitism
because of his upper class intonation and privileged education. Slater has perfected
the art of addressing his readers as an intimate and close friend whilst cleverly
obscuring almost all personal information. None of these generally one-dimensional
views of these authors is true or correct, but they all do reflect some of the aspects of
each author’s adopted literary persona. These authors are part of a unique group of
celebrity ‘whose “personalities”, whose “real-life” stories have become objects of
special fascination’, which according to John Frow, ‘effectively dominat[e] the
reception of their work’ (Frow 2006: 42). An example of each author’s persona will
therefore form a significant part of an examination of performed and preferred
gendered practices in the field of British food writing.
The final aspect of this study is an examination of how writing is employed to create
a literary and practical legacy of preferred, gendered food practices. Food practices
are taught in many ways, in part through observation and participation in family and
through reading and learning from books like those written by these five authors.
Each of these authors has clear intentions for the kind of cookery practices they wish
their readers to

learn and implement, which in turn illustrates, exemplifies and

endorses the social values they deem to be important. Each book’s intended active
purpose – that of making food – means that there will be readers that imitate these
practices in their own homes, with their own families and friends. These types of
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practices have been examined in a sociological context by, amongst others, Michel
De Certeau in The Practice of Everyday Life: Volume Two- Living and Cooking.
(2014), but this thesis examines its chosen texts for their literary gendered
perspective. Each book, as Santich observes of food writing texts in general, offers
a representation of ‘the myths and mores, the priorities and practices of a society’
(Santich 1996: 43) - in this case the society of twenty-first century Britain. Thus each
author’s literary legacy as examined in the thesis, is formed by and has an impact
upon British society’s eating and social practices, a significant aspect of which is
gendered.
This study will first examine the existing literature on the subject, noting gaps in the
literature regarding food writing and gender that it will seek to address. This will be
followed by a broad historical chapter examining authors of note in British food
writing, accompanied by a gender mapping. This examination will help to place the
gendered position performed by the chosen authors in relation to historical
precedent. Each author will then be examined in detail in their own chapter with
specific attention being paid to the performance of gender. Particular reference will
be made to the use of the terms ‘cook’ and ‘chef’ in the delineation of these gender
roles, an examination of their performed and perceived literary persona, and a
discussion of the legacy of gendered food practices evident in their writing. Delia
Smith is examined first, then Jamie Oliver, Nigella Lawson, Hugh FearnleyWhittingstall and finally Nigel Slater. The thesis will conclude by synthesising the
findings of this study, highlighting the significance of gender in British food writing
and suggesting possibilities for further research.
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Chapter One: Literature Review

1.1:

Gender

This thesis focuses on the effect and impact of gender upon food writing. Does it
make a substantial difference to the writing’s content and meaning? If so why? Is it
evident or can it be argued, that different genders adopt associated writing personas
when writing about food? What aspects of gender seem to most affect food writing,
and how do these gendered literary behaviours play out in the writing of the authors
chosen for this thesis?
In order to establish what part gender plays in food writing it is necessary to establish
a clear definition of gender, and to look at how gender operates in literature more
generally. Gender is itself a fluid and varied term. Joan Scott (1998) says that gender
is ‘a social category imposed on a sexed body’ (Scott 1998), however this term can
become complicated when applied to queer gendered identities as they resist such
reductive positions. Gayle Rubin (1975) argues in her predominately critical essay on
the ‘political economy’ of women and their bodies that gender is most usefully seen
as:
A set of arrangements by which the biological raw material of human
sex and procreation is shaped by human, social intervention and
satisfied in a conventional manner, no matter how bizarre some of the
conventions may be (Rubin 1975: 165).

Judith Butler, whose more recent work on gender studies is probably among the
most influential in the field, also agrees that gender identity is shaped by cultural and
social practices. She argues that gender identity is formed by imitating performances
of other gendered identities until these performances become accepted as natural
and inherent. She claims that these are not natural practices but social constructs
stating:
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Gender is an identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior
space through a stylized repetition of acts. The effect of gender is
produced through the stylization of the body and hence, must be
understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements
and styles of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered
self (Butler 1990: 140).

Butler’s key claims regarding gender are that all gender identities are constructed,
that these notions of gender are performed by physical bodies which imitate other
gendered performances that are present in the world around them, and that queer
identity seeks to move away from rigid expectations of gendered identity by
incorporating what are traditionally seen as feminine and masculine aspects of
behaviour into the performance of queer.
Gender can then be understood for the purposes of this thesis as constructed; fluid
and socially impacted in both its performance and creation. It is also not limited to
two distinct genders and incorporates the term queer to acknowledge a wider range
of gendered identities.
David Glover and Cora Kaplan in Genders (2000 2nd Ed.) examine a wide range of
issues and debates currently of key importance in the area of gender studies through
a series of essays. They argue that some debates around gender definitions assume
a hierarchy which decides which gender identity is awarded more power, stating that
‘while we may first of all see masculinity and femininity as defined through their
complementarity and opposition, it is equally important to see them as internally
divided and moralised’ (Glover and Kaplan 2000: 28). They also assert that a variety
of meanings are attached to each gender category, arguing that it is more useful to
see ‘femininity in the plural – femininities – and to see femininity both as an umbrella
term for all the ways in which women are defined by others and themselves’ (Glover
and Kaplan 2000: 28-29). Interestingly they point to how queer cultures have ‘their
own rhetorics of “masculine” or “feminine” traits and value them differently than the
homophobic and heterosexist societies that observe them’ (Glover and Kaplan 2000:
28).
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There is much evidence to back up the claim that femininity or the assumption of a
gendered feminine identity is indeed constructed. This is emphasized as far back as
Mary Wollstonecraft in her essay A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) where
she argues that young girls become women because ‘[e]verything they see or hear
serves to fix impressions, call forth emotions and associate ideas, that give a sexual
character to the mind’ (Wollstonecraft quoted in Glover and Caplan 2000: 34). Tina
Wallace in Changing Perceptions: Gender and Development examines how gender
roles operate in both developed and developing nations, and how best to implement
practical advice on the roles expected from women across the globe. She argues
that despite the disparity of wealth and cultures, and although women’s situations
are ‘determined by the legislation, religious norms, economic status or class, cultural
values [and] ethnicity, women are usually responsible for ‘domestic work; the care of
children, family health, cooking and providing food and other household services’
(Wallace 1991:18).
Wallace’s views are supported by the IFPP report in 2012 referred to previously.
These arguments establish that the ideas of gendered identities being shaped by the
expectations of the cultures and societies that surround them is not a new one.
However, because these societal expectations are fluid and alter over time and in
different cultures, the notion of any fixed ideas about gender is impossible. Tina
Wallace also asserts that:
Gender not only varies from one culture to another but it also varies within
cultures over time; culture is not static, but evolves. As societies become
more complex the roles played by men and women are not only
determined by culture but by socio-political and economic factors (Wallace
1991: 4).
Ideas about masculinities are just as constructed as those of femininities. Glover and
Caplan point towards George Mosse’s The Image of Man (1996) as a useful study
for examining the fluctuating state of what Mosse terms ‘the manly ideal’ (Quoted in
Glover and Caplan 2000 :89). This ideal reveals the masculine body as ‘a outward
sign of a man’s moral superiority and inner strength of character…able so to
concentrate its energies that any obstacle could be surmounted, any hint of
emotional weakness could be held in check’ (Glover and Caplan 2000: 89). Key
here in the construction of masculinity (or at least the outward signs of masculinity) is
the rejection of traits and practices perceived as ‘feminine’. Glover and Caplan argue
24

further that the ‘ideal of masculinity therefore requires intense effort….The
differences between men and women had to be sharply emphasized and feminine
traits had to be kept firmly in their proper place; in men they were a sign of
weakness’ (2000: 90). This ‘manly ideal’ may have first been defined as a response
to the change in gender roles and expectation after WWI but it has evolved and
remained consistently persuasive according to both Mosse (1996) and Glover and
Caplan (2000). In this thesis masculinity is examined for its impact on an activity –
cooking - that takes place in the domestic sphere, therefore how the authors appear
to reject or embrace certain feminine traits will form part of the discussion pertaining
to literary gendered identity as performed and perceived in food writing.
For the purposes of this thesis ‘queer’ is best defined as ‘the open mesh of
possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of
meaning when the constitute elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality
aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically’ (Sedgewick 1993: 8).
Donald E. Hall warns against too rigid a definition of queer arguing that ‘[i]t is broadly
useful to think of the adjective “queer” in this way: it is to abrade the classifications,
to sit athwart conventional categories or transverse several’ (Hall 2003: 13). Sara
Ahmed (2006) also discusses and re-contextualizes the meaning of the term queer,
but uses the lack of rigid definitions as a space for optimism; instead of defining
queer as what it stands in opposition to, she advocates embracing all that the term
can encompass: ‘A queer phenomenology would involve an orientation toward
queer, a way to inhabit the world that gives “support” to those whose lives and loves
would make them appear oblique and out of place’ (Ahmed 2006: 570). Her major
argument is that queer identity is normally formed by resisting a straight sexualized
identity, but that the term ‘queer’ can encompass many fluid sexualized identities and
should be allowed space to exist in terms of what it is, rather than described as what
it is not, thereby privileging hetero-gendered identity. Noreen Giffney agrees with this
point writing:
Queer is more often embraced to point to fluidity in identity, recognising
identity as a historically-contingent and socially-constructed fiction that
prescribes and proscribes against certain feelings and actions. It signifies
the messiness of identity, the fact that desire and thus the desiring subject
cannot be placed into discrete identity categories which remain static for
the duration of peopled lives (Giffney 2008).
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In this thesis ‘queer’ as a term will include aspects of what are considered feminine
or masculine traits, but acknowledges that these traits are fluidly adapted and thus
resist reductive stereotyping or rigid meaning.
Although a fluid term, gender can be seen to separate certain performances of
behavioural practices which obviously vary within each gendered category. A survey
of the relevant scholarly literature indicates that gender identities are shaped by the
society and culture that give rise to them, and in the case of this thesis that would be
the literary arena of the twenty-first century in Britain. In a collection of essays that
examine the relationship between writing and gender, On Gender and Writing
(1983), Michelene Wandor asserts that ‘the underlying question is one that applies
to both men and women writers…whether and how the gender of a writer has any
impact on her/his choices of subject and approach’ (Wandor, (ed) 1983: 2).
Certainly the essays in this text argue that an author’s gendered identity plays a part
in their manner of writing. Joseph Lennon argues that ‘we can no longer read texts
as gender neutral; this is not to say that we are always conscious of gender as we
read, only that it influences how a text is written and how we read it’ (Lennon 2000:
621). He asserts that, when reading literature, ‘[o]ften male writing is not even
treated as gendered, but rather as a standard or universal voice’ (Lennon, 2000:
620). Glover and Caplan argue that ‘[f]ashioning masculinities in writing appears as a
complex and precarious enterprise, in which any claim to fix upon a core of manly
attributes has always had to be placed and justified within a wider field of cultural
differences [to women]’ (2000: 112).
1.2:

Feminine Food Writing

From the eighteenth century, according to Gilly Lehmann, ‘women outnumbered
men’ (Lehmann 2003: 286) within the genre of British food writing, hence the normal
assumption about the gender of the author in food writing differs from that of other
literature in that both the author and the reader are often assumed to be female. This
is perhaps because the subject focuses on the domestic sphere, a realm normally
associated with feminine activity. In addition, Rozsika Parker argues that feminism
has allowed importance and meaning to be derived from previously undervalued
activities which were perceived pejoratively as ‘feminine’. She observes that
‘[f]eminist artists expect women to bring their own experiences to bear on the art,
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recognising the meanings of the material used and the full implication of the context
in terms of their own lives…Their subject matter has ranged from childbirth and
pregnancy to make-up, advertising, cooking, menstruation and shopping’ (Wandor
(ed), 1983: 90).
Food writing is one of the few genres that remains recognisably gendered despite
increased recognition of the fluidity and possibility of gendered identity. The
gendered identity of the writers is associated with specific attitudes, behaviours and
practices on the parts of the author and reader. To some extent this is because the
culture and society of twenty-first century food practices in Britain are themselves
gendered. Food is marketed to men and women using different approaches and
tactics, and the division of domestic labour remains largely the domain of women.
Janet T. Spence states that ‘[s]ex role differentiation is universal among human
societies; women and men are assigned different tasks, rights and privileges and are
likely to be subject to different codes of conduct’ (Spence and Helmreich 1979: 4).
Certainly historically food writing has reflected these different expectations and
codes of conduct attached to each gender.
In a survey of literature about food writing from Britain’s historical past there are
many texts that give excellent insights and critical observations. Kate Colquhoun’s
Taste: The History of Britain through its Cooking (2008) gives a good, broad
overview of the changing habits of Britain and its cooking through an analysis of the
books written in Britain about food, mostly recipe books. It is however very wide in
focus and at times lacks deep analysis of the primary texts of which she writes. Far
more helpful in putting the analysis of these early texts into a gendered context is
Janet Theophano’s Eat My Words! Reading Women’s Lives through the Cook Books
they Wrote (2003). This book is particularly valuable for its critique of how femininity
is portrayed and evident in these earlier texts. Theopano stresses the links between
an extrapolation of how the women who wrote these books and the women who read
them were expected to perform femininity. Gilly Lehmann’s The British Housewife:
Cookery-Books, Cooking and Society in Eighteenth Century Britain (2002) is an
exhaustive study which focuses on the rise of published books in the genre
throughout the eighteenth century in Britain. Lehmann examines the genre for
recipes, to establish how tastes and flavours evolved during this period, but also
looks at how authorship and readership alter. She illustrates the evolution of food
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writing in Britain, from male authored books linked to the aristocracy to the rise of the
female author and female readership in ever increasing numbers. She notes the
influence of French cuisine on British tastes, but also points to the establishment of a
distinct British style of cooking and eating.
The work of Constance Hieatt, in particular her Curye on Inglish (1985) - a collection
of manuscripts from the fourteenth century about food practices and menus - allows
for evidence from which a gendered comparison of medieval cookery writing could
be drawn. Alice Thomas Ellis’ Fish Flesh and Good Red Herring (2008) is an
entertaining source of snippets from many cookbooks over the ages, but with little or
no bibliography the research is not sufficiently reliable to employ for a scholarly
thesis. Pat Caplan’s Food, Health and Identity (1997) contains a varied selection of
essays on eating practices in modern Britain, and how they were impacted by
concerns of health and cultural and national identity. Many of these essays provided
useful insights into how to critique the thesis’ chosen authors more effectively by
examining issues such as British eating habits, the questions of who cooks in the
majority of British homes and to what degree British eating practices are affected by
issues such as health and taste raised by food media.
Michael Symons’s A History of Cooks and Cooking (2004) reviews cooking and
eating practices within a historical context, and even though it focuses more on the
practices and practicalities of food and eating than the writing surrounding them, it
nevertheless provides useful insights on how gender affects food practices by
examining the work and influence of male chefs, prominent and inspirational in the
public sphere, and female authors writing from their domestic realities. Stephen
Mennell’s All Manners of Food: Eating and Taste in England and France from the
Middle Ages to the Present (1985) provides discussion of the relationship between
how food has been written about, and what kinds of audiences these books were
directed to and how they were employed. As previously discussed broadly speaking
he defines two kinds of texts and associated readerships - the professional manuals
for professional kitchens, and the domestic documents employed in homes in a
similar fashion to Lehmann. Mennell, like Lehmann, notes that what would be
considered modern food writing has roots in French traditional cookery. He cites the
work of Brillat-Savarin, De Pomaine, and Careme as examples (Mennell 1985: 26728

269), all of whom are male, suggesting that Mennell at least feels that the
professional arena of cookery trickles down to influence the domestic.
Many articles offered useful perspectives and insights into feminine food writing,
among them Maggie Andrews’ article ‘Domesticating the airwaves: Broadcasting,
Domesticity and Femininity’ (2012) and Sian Supski’s ‘Aunt Sylvie’s Sponge:
Foodmaking, Cookbooks and Nostalgia’ (2013). Andrews’s analysis of the
emergence of women food writers as public figures was enormously helpful to
understand the phenomenon that surrounds both Smith and Lawson - in particular
how their performed literary personas act as hyper-real versions of their selves.
Supski introduces the notion of ‘positive nostalgia’ which allows for an interpretation
of female food writing as a means of keeping traditions and practices from the past in
the present day because they invoke feelings of pleasure, something which is
evident in every author’s work in this thesis but certainly most prominently in
Lawson’s, Smith’s and Slater’s, all of whom attach value and meaning to recipes
from both their own lives and their national food history of Britain.
Marion Halligan (2004) and Thomas Ellis (2008) as well as Lehmann (2002) were
also invaluable in establishing perspectives on how women use and have used these
books, both as a means of connecting with others in the domestic sphere and
beyond, and as a practical source of help and information. More importantly these
articles allowed for an interpretation of women’s food writing as a distinct means of
literary creation, one which has flourished privately and publically because its subject
matter was often deemed a feminine province of knowledge. Janet Theophano’s
examination of female authored cookbooks was invaluable, in particular for its
insights into how many seventeenth-century-women writers wrote in a manner that
was,
…perpetually trying to reassure their readers that what followed would be
replicable and above all, comprehensible. By choosing to write in
straightforward and unadorned prose, these authors were writing for a
wide audience from mistresses and middle-class housewives to servants
(Theophano 2003: 209).
This concern, to demystify cookery and make it an easily achievable skill for all
readers without resorting to the use of complicated or technical language, is reflected
in the modern work of both female authors chosen for this thesis. Joanne Hollows
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also provided valuable insights into the various means by which the creative output
from the domestic sphere might be evaluated. In particular in Domestic Cultures
(2008) and her article ‘Feeling Like a Domestic Goddess; Post-Feminism and
Cooking’ (2003) she argues that domestic activity is not at odds with feminist
sensibilities, and indeed a reclaiming of the domestic sphere for pleasure could be
seen as a distinct feminist activity. Helpful, too, in forming this argument was Paula
Salvio with her article ‘Dishing it Out: Food Blogs and Post-Feminist Domesticity’
(2012) as it examines the tension evident in post-feminist understandings of
domestic labour and the pleasure that can be gleaned from activities such as
cooking, seeing these domestic duties reclaimed for pleasure by women who
previously would have felt them burdensome. Steven Jones and Ben Taylor in
examining the work of Elizabeth David and Jane Grigson (2001), also thoughtfully
place the role of modern female-authored food writing into a class context, arguing
that both women are well educated and belong to a cultured middle class, one which
makes their writing compelling but might also operate to exclude those who do not
feel at ease in this particular social and cultural space. This thesis builds on these
authors’ work, but contrasts the feminised approach to food writing with masculinised
and queered performances.
1.3:

Masculine Food Writing

Just as useful were the articles looking at the phenomena of male food writers and
the manner in which they present themselves to their domestic audience. Hollows
points to the space that many male food writers occupy as situated outside of the
domestic sphere but poised to give advice to it. Her articles on Jamie Oliver (2003)
and Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall (2011) give a good analytical perspective on how
both of these authors are received by their readers and viewers. Certainly the
performance of a masculinised gendered identity seems to lend authority and free
Oliver and Fearnley-Whittingstall from the constraints of the domestic, allowing them
to take on wide-reaching politicised issues and transmit these to a broad readership.
Lucy Scholes offers excellent insight into the performances that both masculine and
feminine food writers act out in their television programmes, while Nicols Fox’s
Spoiled: Why Our Food is making us Sick (1998) gave an excellent snapshot of the
concerns about modern food production in Britain and the poor quality food which
results, which can be seen, in part, as a spur to action for both Oliver and Fearnley30

Whittingstall. Rebecca Bramwell (2011) offers an interesting perspective on
alternative domestic arenas, such as the garden, that are reclaimed as a
masculinised space. Taking Fearnley -Whittingstall as her focus Beth K. Haile (2013)
examines the possibility of maintaining an omnivorous diet whilst retaining a moral
sense of the responsibility humans have toward the animals they farm for food. Peter
Singer (Animal Liberation 1975) and Jonathan Safran Foer (Eating Animals 2010) –
both masculine in their literary performances, hence their placement outside of the
domestic — have written on how the system of battery farming needs extensive
reform and examination, and these helped place Fearnley-Whittingstall’s work into
context.

However, again, what was missing in much of this literature was an

extensive detailed comparison of the author’s masculinised performed literary
persona in relation to the work of their female peers and their feminised literary
performances. Certainly this was a gap within the scholarship that this thesis has
sought to address.
1.4:

Queered Food Writing.

When it came to examining the queer perspective of Nigel Slater the largest gap in
the literature was revealed. Certainly Butler’s Critically Queer (1993) and David
Halperin’s Saint Foucault: Towards a Gay Hagiography (1997) helped to put a queer
perspective on writing in general into context. But a queer perspective in food writing
has not been fully examined and compared to the extent and depth of the
perspectives of feminine and masculine identities in food writing. Slater’s work has a
distinctly thoughtful, indeed mindful, quality and Lisa Heldke’s ‘Foodmaking as a
Thoughtful Practice’ (1992) gives some insight into how his work is both constructed
and received. Yet this does not offer any perspective on the gendered quality of
Slater’s writing. Jay Clarkson’s ‘Contesting Masculinity’s Makeover: Queer Eye,
Consumer Masculinity and “Straight-Acting” Gays’

offers useful insights into

performances of hegemonic masculinity and the reductive assumptions made of the
gendered performances of queer males (2005).
Elspeth Probyn’s ‘Beyond Food/Sex: Eating and an Ethics of Existence’ (1999)
articulates some interesting perspectives on the semiotic relationship between food,
gender and sex writing. Her argument is that thinking of sex through food allows for a
multitude of complex understandings of ‘self’, as in common with sex, the
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consumption of food is a visceral physical encounter that is experienced on a
distinctly personal level, yet can be shared and used to form and sustain intimate
bonds. She also discusses how queer chefs and communities, particularly in
Sydney, Australia, seek to blur the boundaries between food and sexuality by
creating recipes with sexualised themes and tastes intended to mimic the sensory
experience of intercourse. She writes: ‘surely sexuality, like food, is only of interest
insofar as it allows us to see new connections between individuals, collectives: to
ask what sex and food allow and disallow’ (Probyn 1999: 220). Although she draws a
direct correlation between food and sexuality her argument does not fit with this
thesis’ analysis of Slater, whose gendered literary persona and writing resists this
type of contextualisation. In common with Lawson, much of Slater’s work is sensual
as opposed to sexualised, and his literary queered performance incorporates no
more than what can be seen as a playful allusion to sexual activity – ‘I have never
eaten an egg, but I have had a soldier or two’ (Slater 1998: 34) - and his writing is in
fact more complex because of the absence of these direct correlations. More useful
was Guillermo Avila-Saavedra’s ‘Nothing Queer about Queer Television: Televised
Construction of Gay Masculinities’ (2008) where he notes:
Homosexual images are presented in a way acceptable for heterosexual
audiences by reinforcing traditional values like family, monogamy and
stability. Most of the erotic connotations of homosexuality have been
eliminated. Gay male characters in particular are only welcomed in
mainstream mass media as long as they do not infer any sexual desires
and practices ( Avila-Saavedra 2008: 8).
This offered an avenue from which to explore Slater’s performed literary gendered
identity – which is not a sexualised performance - but a review of the scholarly
literature reveals that the singling out of a queered gendered perspective for analysis
in the genre of food writing is relatively uncharted territory. Seeking to address this
lack of analysis and comparison this thesis makes a significant contribution to the
study of queer performance in food writing through analysis of Slater’s work and
persona.
Before writing a comparative analysis of gender on the selected British food writers,
the chapter that follows offers a broad examination of historical food writing in Britain,
remarking in particular its gendered qualities in a manner that might be understood
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to set a precedent or model for the examination of the popular British food writing of
the 20th and 21st centuries that follow.
The thesis will take the scholarly literature of British food writing outlined above and
examine it in more detail as the basis for the second chapter of this thesis. This
chapter will consist of a broad examination of historical British food writing for any
evidence of gendered literary performances. Subsequent chapters will closely
analyse in turn the work of the five selected authors outlined and discussed in the
introduction will form the basis of the next chapter.
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Chapter Two: A Broad History of Gendered British Food Writing
Many of the factors that dominate historical texts concerning food are also expressed
by modern writers in contemporary works, such as the reflection of the social
practices from which they emerge and the extent to which these practices are
gendered. Gender roles can be seen to have affected both cooking practices and
styles of writing, particularly in the address of the author to their intended readership.
This chapter will briefly examine a broad number of British authors from the medieval
period to the modern day, with an emphasis on a gendered reading of their work.
Constance Hieatt is responsible for a large body of analysis of medieval cookery
books and food writing. She notes that one of the earliest surviving manuscripts
which describes recipes in detail is most probably from ‘1320-40’ (859) and asserts
that it is clear that the manuscript was ‘made under the supervision of, and partly in
the hand of, the celebrated Oxford friar William Herebert of Hereford’ (860). This
suggests that the recording of these recipes was no trivial task, but something that
was treated with importance and sourced out of the domestic sphere from which the
recipes emanate. Hieatt also collated Curye on Inglysch (1985), a collection of
recipes which come from ‘twenty manuscripts’ (Hieatt and Butler 1985: 1) that ‘date
from the fourteenth century’ (Hieatt and Butler 1985: 1). Here she asserts that from
the ‘twelfth century well into the sixteenth’ (Hieatt and Butler 1985:1) there appears
to have been very little difference in either styles of eating or chosen menu items.
She does note that these manuscripts only record the ‘menu of the English upper
classes – the only one thought worthy of recording’ (Hieatt and Butler 1985: 1),
acknowledging that only the wealthy could afford to have their menus and recipes
written up into manuscripts. These early accounts are described thus:
The earliest English recipes, then, are terse, leaving a great deal up to the
cook’s basic knowledge, but nevertheless precise and discriminating in
directions for seasoning and colouring. As these recipes were passed
down through succeeding generations, however, there was a tendency to
spell out procedures at greater and greater length and to add/or vary
ingredients (Hieatt and Butler 1985: 9).
Due to the nature of these manuscripts it is hard to determine the gender of the
cooks responsible for these recipes. They were employed by houses of various elites
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- Lords and Ladies and most notably King Richard II - but their identities remain
unknown. Hieatt is able to identify some of the authors responsible for transcribing
the manuscripts, such as William of Hereford above, and it is surmised that authors
who worked on this task were men. This does distinguish the act of writing – whether
about food or indeed any subject - as a specialised professional activity, one in
which women were not publically included. These manuscripts seem to act more as
a record of how people ate rather than as working cookery books, although the
addition of instructions as they get passed down through generations suggests they
were at least referred to by people who were responsible for making the meals they
describe.
Until the Elizabethan period, when relative plenty of both food and leisure became
the norm for British people of different classes other than solely those of the wealthy,
this lack of relevant literature continues. During the Elizabethan period food writing
became popular again as readers looked for advice and suggestions for what to do
with their food that once again was readily available to them. Gilly Lehmann warns
against the assumption that these books were read and used by the majority of
women in society, arguing that,
…the fact of low literacy levels, combined with the need for money not
only to purchase a book but to obtain the ingredients required to use the
receipts, does not suggest that readership went very far down the social
scale (Lehmann 2003: 31).
One aspect that Lehmann is clear on is that ‘the authors, or rather compliers, of
these books believed their audience was essentially female’ (Lehmann 2003: 31).
Gervase Markham published his text The English Huswife in 1615. Here he extolled
the virtues for women of creating an idyllic domestic sphere through careful
cultivation of their gardens for produce, and their homes for cleanliness and comfort.
Such diligence would also, conveniently, keep any woman of the house extremely
occupied, thus limiting their capacity for the perceived bad habits of Elizabethan
women such as harmful gossiping or slatternly behaviour.
According to Markham ‘a housewife must be religious’ (Markham 1615: 64), ‘she
must be temperate’ (Markham 1615: 65), she must make efforts to ensure her
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‘garments be comely, cleanly and strong’ (Markham 1615 :66). He goes further and
writes that the perfect housewife must be:
of chaste thought, stout courage, patient, untired, watchful, diligent, witty,
pleasant, constant in friendship, full of good neighbourhood, wise in
discourse but not frequent therein, sharp and quick of speech, but not
bitter or talkative, secret in her affairs, comfortable in her counsels and
generally skillful in all the worthy knowledges which do belong to her
vocation (Markham 1615: 66).
Not only does this keep Markham’s housewife busy, it neglects to factor in the child
bearing and rearing she would also have been in charge of. Markham’s woman also
is expected to know when to speak, or it would seem when it is appropriate for her to
do so at her husband’s behest. Certainly the housewife’s list of desirable attributes
would seem to make those who live with her more comfortable, often at the expense
of her own comfort and certainly her energy and time.
Markham uses his text to instruct women on how they should behave, from his
perspective as a man who does not have to follow these social codes. Lehmann also
suggests that Markham was not, in fact, the sole author of this text and adds that he
‘was not the only author to pillage ladies’ receipt books’ (Lehmann 2003: 32).
Lehmann notes that during this period an important shift occurred within the genre of
British food writing stating:
This period marks a very important development in English cookery
literature: from now on, authors saw their readers as essentially female,
and women were often the real authors of the receipts, though at first they
were hidden behind the men who presented the books (Lehmann 2003:
32).
Elinor Fettiplace’s Household Receipt Book (dated 1604, republished 1986) details
a much more realistic year in the life of the kind of woman Markham wrote for, albeit
one with wealth and servants. Her text is more practical and ‘hands on’ than
Markham’s which tends to preach at his intended female readership as to how they
should be comporting themselves rather than inspiring them with simple instructions
for preparing food and eating it. Lehmann suggests that wealthy households such as
Fettiplace’s were examples of the rise in the domestic arena of female activity
stating:
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Ladies’ manuscript books containing all three types of receipt [remedies,
confectionary and food] were probably being kept by the middle of the
sixteenth century, at first by the aristocracy and the wealthy gentry
(Lehmann 2003: 33).
Fettiplace’s manuscript is one of the few remaining examples of this type of food
writing. The text is notable for including an early English (as opposed to Scottish)
recipe for haggis and for recipes – common for the period – where mincemeat
contained meat as opposed to just fruit. Lehmann notes that by studying Fettiplace’s
manuscript you can see that her receipts were obtained from a number of sources,
‘either copying down family prescriptions from earlier generations or obtaining new
items from friends, but this did not stop them [presumably wealthy female readers]
from acquiring printed books as well’ (Lehmann 2003: 33). This illustrates that the
reading of food writing was becoming more popular.
Fettiplace’s book reveals through its featured recipes that complexity is re-emerging
in eating, with recipes for complicated syllabubs and desserts. She also includes
practical advice on everything from household budgeting to when to plant various
fruits and vegetable to ensure successful harvests. There is evidence that
Fettiplace’s book performed an active service, for Lehmann states that ‘[a]lthough
the manuscript was copied out by a secretary Lady Fettiplace continued to add
comments to the text until her death in 1647’ (Lehmann 2003: 33). Alison Sim writes
of Fettiplace’s book that:
Even important ladies such as Lady Fettiplace…showed a very personal
interest in cookery. Lady Fettiplace not only recorded many recipes in
her own hand but also annotated her book with little notes, just as keen
cooks annotate favourite recipe books today ‘Two or three spoonfuls of
water’ is changed to ‘four’ and there is advice on how to improve a dull
sauce recipe ‘You most put som whit win in to the gravi with the venygar’
(Sim 2001: 62).
This divide, between the practical and the aspirational, is the first example in this
thesis in which gender alters the content and purpose of writing. Markham’s text
tends towards the idealistic, whereas Fettiplace’s - possibly because it was a
working text employed by the author as an ‘aide memoir’ throughout the year - is
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more realistic about the restraints and demands made on the woman to maintain
domestic harmony.
Contemporary food texts also reflect this realistic approach: the female authors
examined for this thesis are much more concerned with demystifying food and
inspiring their readers to enjoy food as much as they can, where the male authors
have more in common with Markham’s elevated authorial position – removed from
the domestic sphere – and its realities. Slater’s work provides the exception to this
rule, as he can be seen to occupy a less definable gendered position in his writing. It
would not be completely accurate to state that contemporary male authors deny the
pleasure to be taken from food, nor its practical demands, as both Oliver and
Fearnley-Whittingstall place enormous importance on these qualities, but they are
largely removed from the domestic sphere. From their authorial positions they write
advice for those who work in that sphere. The theme of food providing a source of
pleasure is one of the universal themes of modern food writers, particularly the five
examined in this thesis.
The period of domestic abundance continued into the Stuart period of British
Royalty. This is perhaps best reflected in texts which advised the reader on how to
get the most from their gardens to obtain produce to use in the kitchen, as this
implies that many of the readers had both land on which to plant and time to devote
to their crops. It could be surmised from the themes and concerns in these texts that
it was mainly an elite class enjoying these books. To get the most from them, wealth
was necessary - to buy food to experiment with, as well as leisure time to devote
towards this activity. Therefore only those who had a surplus of both would have
been able to enjoy these benefits, in keeping with the more affluent readers that can
be seen to be the focus of Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s work.
Colquhoun singles out two authors from the Stuart period, both for their influence
and for the new manners of eating and cooking that they describe. The first of these
is John Murrell - his A New Booke of Cookerie was published in 1615 - followed by A
Delightful Exercise for Ladies and Gentlewomen in 1621 and Two Books of Cookerie
and Carving in 1641. Murrell’s titles for his texts make apparent the class, status
and gender of their intended readership. Interestingly Murrell’s texts reflect a
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contemporary focus on international recipes, as many of the recipes are inspired by
food he has eaten on his travels abroad. Lehmann observes that A New Book of
Cookerie (1615) ‘contains a section in which most of the receipts are described as
French’ (Lehmann 2003: 36). Murrell was one of the first writers to describe the
emerging trend for the use of cutlery such as knives and forks for eating at the table,
a trend that would become customary practice in Britain. He includes recipes from
France and Italy and advises readers on the correct manner by which to utilise new
ingredients such as the potato, a vegetable that is now so ubiquitous in British
cookery as to be seen as a predictable staple of typical British cuisine. This
highlights the gender bias in Murrell’s writing. He is able, as a male, to travel and
learn from other nations and then report his findings back to the domestic sphere he is not constrained to remain within it.
Murrell’s most successful peer was Rebecca Price who published her The Compleat
Cook: The Secrets of a Seventeenth Century Housewife sometime in the 1620’s.
Price’s book describes how to present food in order to increase its appeal to the
diner, which reveals that an abundance of food must have been available during the
period if its mode of presentation was now important - if food was scarce, then its
appearance would be irrelevant. These instructions on presenting food to be visually
appealing also illustrate that in this period in history there were an increasing number
of food preparations and practices utilising ever increasing degrees of sophistication
and technologies. Price is the first writer to describe how to use the new expanding
cake rings that became available to the British at this time - the precursors of today’s
modern spring-form tins - to maintain the cake’s shape. She also clearly explained
how to use yeast to make these cakes rise, and gave exact quantities to ensure
successful results for her readers. Lehmann describes Price’s manuscript as
‘remarkably modern, even though some of the receipts date back to before the
Restoration’ (Lehmann 2003: 52). Again, we can see a gendered divide between
Murell’s aspirational texts based on foreign travel and implements that were, for the
most part, still out of the reach of the average reader and Price’s practical
instructions on making the best food possible in a domestic sphere.
With the dissolution of the monarchy and the start of the rule of the Puritan
Commonwealth once again there was a decline in published texts about food, as
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concerning oneself with the food one ate during this era was seen – publicly at least
- as frivolous and not worthy of literature. Colquhoun describes this period as one
where ‘the colour was leached out of life…Christmas and celebrations were banned
…Everything was pared down, economical, simpler’ (Colquhoun 2008: 141).
However as the Puritan’s rigid hold on repressing pleasure in Britain diminished and
increased support for a return of the Monarchy grew, writing about food began once
again to be published.
It is worth noting that Lehmann is sceptical of the claim that actual desire for food or
food writing ever completely disappeared, remarking that ‘the enthusiasm with which
these books were bought, read and copied demonstrates that Puritanism did not
have the deadening effect on English cookery sometimes attributed to it by popular
historians’ (Lehmann 2003: 38). For modern readers the use of now luxurious
ingredients such as oysters make these supposedly sparse meals seem lavish. For
the period though, it must be remembered that oysters were very affordable. The fact
that these resistant texts exist demonstrates that writing about the general
dissatisfaction with food was allied with dissatisfaction with the larger scheme of how
the nation was being ordered and maintained (Colquhoun 2008: 140).
When the restoration of the monarchy was solid enough for the nation to trust that
Puritan Britain was a thing of the past, confidence in the new era was displayed as
books about food began, again, to be published. Two authors who stand out are Jos
Cooper with The Art of Cookery Refin’d (1654) and The Countess of Kent with A
True Gentlewoman’s Delight. (1653). Both books reflect a desire to return to the style
embodied by the monarchy - ‘a refined style that …would fall to aristocratic budgets
and professional chefs’ (Colquhoun 2008: 141). Lehmann asserts that Cooper’s
writing explicitly links him to the monarchy by presenting himself ‘as “chiefe Cook to
the Late King” although his name does not appear in the royal warrants’ (Lehmann
2003: 39), suggesting that this style may have been less authentic than it appeared.
Cooper’s text contains recipes that could probably only be attempted by a skilled
professional, being vague in both ingredients and instruction, whereas the Countess
attempts to describe in detail how to make custards without curdling, and thereby
minimising the likelihood of wasting expensive ingredients. She also describes
making stuffing from oysters which were ‘pulped into a paste with butter, mace,
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cloves and egg yolk’ (Colquhoun. 2008: 144), a far more practical use of the slippery
molluscs than as a solo stuffing ingredient.
Again this reveals a different goal for these texts. Cooper’s text reflects the influence
of experienced professional chefs (who were almost certainly male) and instructions
are given in an authoritative style that could be hard to translate to the domestic
kitchen. Thus the aim of the text is to provide inspiration for skilled chefs otherwise
the lack of clarity in his instruction would have rendered the book unusable. The
Countess’ texts, with their more detailed instructions, would act to both inspire and
teach her readers, as they do not assume the amount of knowledge that Cooper’s
does. Both texts detail meals that reflect the long repressed desire for a lifestyle that
allowed pleasure to be taken in eating and drinking. This suggests that although
outwardly pleasure had been done away with under Puritan rule, the need to enjoy
food had never really abated.
In 1670 another, rather different, book was published - The Country Housewife. This
was the first of seven books by the author Hannah Woolley and it marks the
beginning of an era when women writers would come to claim precedence within the
genre. Lehmann states that Woolley ‘is important as the first woman to try to make
money, if not a living, from writing cookery books’ (Lehmann 2003: 48). Woolley is
the first author to directly address people working as servants in her texts. She can
be seen to recognise publically that the work in many of the wealthy households was
not carried out by those who owned them, that there was also a rising section of
middle class households who had less servants (if any) for whom the possibility of
obtaining trained and experienced staff was limited. Her direct address to her
readership reveals that a larger sector of society as a whole was literate, as her
instructions are not aimed at the elite but towards those who served and worked for
them. Janet Theopano argues that Woolley commented on ‘social relations, literacy
and female comportment’ (Theopano 2003: 197). Her texts are aimed at households
and families in various degrees of changing status, either advancing or descending
the social scale:
Woolley described women’s comportment appropriate to their socially
stratified roles. In keeping with her text’s focus on household tasks and
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the women (a potential community of readers) who do them she legislates
social relations both within and outside of the house-hold. In this way,
Woolley introduced advice about proper behaviour to mistresses and
servants (Theopano 2002: 200).
It is obvious that Woolley is writing from the singular perspective of a woman, one
who has experience of both working in and running her own household, and it is from
this perspective that she advises her fellow female readership. Prominent themes in
the text are of practicality and economy and of a need to return to ‘traditional’ British
cookery styles in order to preserve a national identity through maintaining this type of
cooking. Woolley also offered practical advice for those wanting to entertain on
limited budgets, advising her readers of substitutable (cheaper) ingredients.
This can be seen as a trait in the work of Smith and Lawson, both of whom rarely
suggest expensive or arcane ingredients without also suggesting alternatives or
other recipes in which to use less costly items. Woolley also gave detailed
instructions on how to set a table in the style of the wealthy, and on the order in
which to serve food to imitate upper-class entertaining on restricted budgets.
Woolley recognised that a changing class structure needed an adaptable, yet
practical, approach to cookery and the fact that all seven of her books were bestsellers illustrates the validity of this belief.
Woolley herself is obviously aware that as a woman writer she could be seen as
elevating herself above her station. According to Theopano she made great efforts to
assure her readers that her impetus to write was not for her own self-promotion or
reward, but rather at the requests of others who found her advice useful and helpful
stating: ‘methinks, I hear some of you say “I wish Mrs. Woolley would put forth some
new experiments”; and to say the truth I have been importuned by divers of my
friends and acquaintances to do so’ (quoted in Theopano 2002: 201). Lehmann also
notes that Woolley was plagiarised by amongst others John Shirley in The
Accomplish’d Lady’s Delight (1680’s - second edition published in 1687) and in
several other publications. She asserts that ‘these plagiarisms confirm Woolley’s
position as the dominant figure amongst cookery authors’ (Lehmann: 2003: 49).
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Another theme prominent in Woolley’s texts is the need to tempt back towards home
men who had been spending time in taverns and inns by offering a domestic idyll in
which the man’s every need was catered for. She states, ‘[a]nd let what-ever you
provide be so neatly clean and drest that his fare though ordinary, may engage his
appetite and disengage his fancy from taverns, which are many compell’d to make
use of by reason of the continual and daily dissatisfactions they find at home’
(Hughes 2005: 144). This theme of establishing a domestic sphere filled with comfort
and calm to create familial happiness was echoed for many years to come, with
cookery books as late as the 1950’s offering advice to women on how to maintain
happiness for men by establishing a comfortable home. Nigella Lawson can be seen
to satirise this theme in Feast, where she invites her presumably female readers to
imagine a meal where they invite their new sexual partner ‘back to my cave’ (Lawson
2004: 148) as a means of sustaining their interest. Kathryn Hughes agrees that this
remains a common theme in feminine food writing stating that:
Variations on Woolley’s theme can be heard loudly echoing throughout
the centuries. Keeping your husband close to home by offering him
delicious food, virtually invisible children and a warm bed had been the
standard formula for domestic bliss peddled in household management
books almost since the genre began (Hughes 2005: 250).
Lehmann argues that the breadth and variety of Woolley’s instructions show that ‘the
assumption that cookery book readers were drawn from the ranks of the country
gentry was no longer entirely valid’ (Lehmann 2003:49). This suggests that food
writing was reaching a larger audience as authors like Woolley ‘adapted aristocratic
fashions to the means of an aspiring middle class striving for gentility’ (Lehmann
2003: 50-51). Certainly the private manuscripts held by wealthy families such as
Fettiplace’s seem to have a different purpose to books like Woolley’s which are
aimed at a much larger and wider readership. Lehmann sums up this difference in
readership and intended audiences thus:
…the cookery and conduct genre aimed at women was new in the 1670’s.
Thus the men’s and the women’s books catered to different audiences
and the gap between the two groups would widen in the eighteenth
century (Lehmann 2003: 56).
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This divide would become even more apparent in the cookbooks published in the
eighteenth century, of which Lehmann writes:
The history of cookery books in the eighteenth century is of a gradual
descent down the social scale: aimed largely at the gentry class in the
beginning, at the middle classes and a growing readership amongst
servants by its end (Lehmann 2003: 61).
Lehmann describes the next period of food writing and publications as ‘the end of
books written by court-cooks (Lehmann 2003: 101), their place being taken by
women whose books were the most successful of those published in the midcentury. (Lehmann 2003: 101). The numbers of books being published also grew,
suggesting that readership of these books became more popular still. One of the
most popular writers of this period was Hannah Glasse, with her book The Art of
Cookery made Plain and Simple, first published in 1747. She aimed this book firmly
at the new middle classes of Britain and at those working at catering for the British
upper classes. Lehmann remarks that Glasse ‘was a housewife rather than a
professional cook, and that she wrote her book with the aim of making money’
(Lehmann 2003: 110). Glasse writes of her intended audience of working cooks:
I have taken upon me to instruct them in the best Manner I am capable
and I dare say, that every Servant who can but read will be capable of
making a tolerable good cook, and those who have the least Notion of
Cookery can’t miss of being very good ones. If I have not wrote in the
polite Stile, I hope I shall be forgiven; for my Intention is to instruct the
lower Sort, and therefore must treat them in their own way(Glasse 1747:
i).
Similarly to Woolley in her opposition to the trend for French styles of food, Glasse
can be seen, at least on the surface, as positively xenophobic in her attitude towards
the French, willfully misdirecting her readers on French styles of cooking by claiming
that they would need ‘[f]our pounds of butter to fry six eggs’ (David 1982: 265). She
also states that if her readers ‘want French tricks then they must be willing to pay for
them’, implying that the French style of cookery is decadent and expensive (David
1982: 265). Stephen Mennell argues that instead of the cost, ‘[w]hat these good
English lady cooks really objected to was the extravagance involved in preparing the
cullis or quintessence so fundamental to the sauces and indeed to the whole edifice
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of French cookery’ (Mennell 1985: 96) He suggests that, in fact, Glasse’s cookery
style was more influenced by the French than she cared to admit (Mennell 1985: 97).
Perhaps what Mennell is actually arguing is that the practice of writing about food is
evocative of the French tradition, as discussed in Chapter One, but it is clear that
Glasse is adapting this tradition for the country and nation she is writing for.
Glasse’s is one of the first ever cookery books to contain accurate timings and
although quantities were still vague, this text offered more practical help to the home
cook than had previously been encountered. The book was reprinted frequently
throughout Glasse’s lifetime, illustrating both its popularity and its usefulness for the
intended readership of its time. Elizabeth David states that ‘[b]etween 1747 and 1765
nine editions of Glasse’s book were published, and after her death in 1790, many
more were pirated by various publishers’ (David 1982: 265). Mennell writes that,
Hannah Glasse was writing for an audience who still had to keep a careful
eye on expenditure, and saw no shame in doing so, but who were far from
penurious: the list of about 250 subscribers to the first edition of her book
suggests who they might be – there were four with the title ‘Lady’, several
doctors, a colonel and several other gentlemen holding military rank,
some Esquires, but most are plain ‘Mr.’ or ‘Mrs.’ (Mennell 1985: 97).
It is here, among the first of the really popular books – in terms of sales and
influences - that accusations of plagiarism begin to be directed at cookery authors.
But the reality is that up until the 1900’s re-printing of recipes was a widespread
practice, and as long as the author did include their own recipes as well as those
taken from others no-one in this period seemed to have been overly concerned.
Certainly there were none of the claims of ownership or intellectual property that
accompany modern literary efforts. Glasse’s text is notable for including the first,
workable, recipe for ice-cream to be published in a British cookery book, revealing
that previously luxurious recipes were now filtering down and being experienced by a
wider section of society. Lehmann argues that Glasse’s success was in part due to
the wide range of readers her book appealed to:
Glasse’s book was such a resounding success because it appealed to
both buyers and readers…The title-page, the address to the reader and
the nature of the contents are designed with the reader as mistress in
mind; [yet] the receipts are explained in simple enough language to be
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accessible to the servant; and the instructions include the most basic
techniques, such as roasting and boiling (Lehmann 2003: 111).
Glasse’s text can also be seen as an attempt to negotiate the tensions between the
existing upper-class taste for French cooking - which was associated with the elite
and good taste - and the desire to establish a British national identity through food
throughout different levels of class.
As the eighteenth century continued Lehmann asserts that:
The cookery book was moving steadily down the social scale and the
authors and booksellers were correct in believing that the buyer was
usually a woman. Whereas the courtbooks of earlier decades had aimed
their books at male patrons, from mid-century onwards, even the male
authors would address the female reader (Lehmann 2003: 127).
The author Elizabeth Raffald was, like Glasse, hugely influential and popular in the
genre of food writing.

Like Glasse, Raffald had emerged from a working class

background and had these working and middle class cooks in mind when writing her
books. David states:
Elizabeth Raffald was a Yorkshire woman, housekeeper in the household
of Lady Elizabeth Warburton. She married Lady Elizabeth’s head
gardener, left her service to run a catering establishment in Manchester,
bore sixteen daughters, and managed the kitchens in two different
Manchester inns. Her book, substantially as she wrote it, was still in print
and selling, a hundred years after its original publication (David 1982:
234).
Her text, entitled The Experienced English Housekeeper - For the ease and use of
Ladies’ Housekeepers and Cooks etc (1769), makes clear not only Raffald’s
intended readership but also the purpose of her book. However it also highlights
another interesting phenomenon that was beginning to emerge, that of the
feminisation of the staff working as cooks in private homes as opposed to male chefs
who at this stage were beginning to mainly work in hotels and restaurants. Modern
authors can also be seen to follow this practice - both Delia Smith and Nigella
Lawson describe themselves as ‘cooks’, whereas Jamie Oliver and Hugh Fernley–
Whittingstall describe themselves as ‘chefs’. Nigel Slater is the only discrepancy,
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describing himself as a ‘cook who writes’ on his Twitter account, yet it is clear from
reading his work that he has also worked professionally as a ‘chef’.
In a similar fashion to Glasse, Raffald offered practical advice on how to obtain,
prepare and serve food that would not diminish the cook’s status or prestige in the
eyes of her or his guests, or probably more importantly, in the eyes of hers or his
employer’s guests. Even so, Raffald maintains realistic expectations as to the
budgets and skills of her readers. She writes that her aim is to:
Join economy with neatness and elegance, being sensible what valuable
qualifications these are in a house keeper or cook, for of what use is their
skill if they put their master or lady to immoderate expense in dressing a
dinner for a small company, when at that same time a prudent manager
would have dressed twice the number of dishes for a much greater
company, at half the cost (Raffald 1769: iii).
Like Glasse, Raffald also maintained several other businesses centered on food as
detailed above by David. In this respect she shares similar corporate ambitions with
Lawson, Oliver and Fernley-Whittingstall who in addition to their books and television
series sell a variety of products from home wares to cookery courses to their readers
and ‘fans’. Lehmann asserts that in addition to her skill as an author, ‘Elizabeth
Raffeld was a woman of extraordinary industry and vision, thoroughly attuned to the
needs of the expanding provincial society around her’ (Lehmann 2003: 130-131).
In many respects Raffald – and Glasse - because of the success and popularity of
their various businesses and her influence, can be seen to enjoy an early - far less
sophisticated and far-reaching - version of the celebrity that accompanies food
writing in contemporary readership. Raffald’s book, like Glasses’ - and indeed in
common with Smith’s contemporary texts - was extensively reprinted in her lifetime,
illustrating how both women effectively captured the needs of the market with their
entrepreneurial approach to food writing during the era in which their books were
published. This popularity also reveals that their books contained instruction that
their readers wanted and needed for their own domestic success.
No examination of the history of British cooking and eating would be complete
without a brief mention of Escoffier. Escoffier is described by Mennell as ‘one of the
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great generation of chefs whose greatness lay in their response to new opportunities
and new circumstances arising in their lifetimes’ (Mennell 1985: 157). Escoffier is
largely responsible for the division in professional kitchens into sections:
each responsible not so much for a type of dish as for a type of operation.
The parties were those of the garde-manger, responsible for cold dishes
and supplies for the whole kitchen; the entremettier, for soups, vegetables
and desserts; the rotisseur, for roasts, grilled and fried dishes, the saucier,
who made sauces and the patissier, who made pastry for the whole
kitchen (Mennell 1985: 159).
This division of labour allowed one dish to be completed and cooked in a much
faster and more efficient manner for the customer. Each component of the meal
ordered in Escoffier’s hotel restaurant could be prepared simultaneously, allowing
the customer to receive their meal in a much shorter time than had previously been
achieved. This method of dividing labour in professional kitchens is still utilised
today. In addition, Escoffier aimed to create a new kind of cuisine, one that was not
over-complicated but instead depended on the quality of good ingredients used
together in harmony. Escoffier himself explained that he wished for his book Le
Guide Culinaire (first published 1903, revised edition 1921) to provide a means of
utilising his professional knowledge in any kitchen, both domestic and professional:
I wanted to create a useful tool rather than a recipe book whilst leaving
the reader free to decide how to carry out the work according to his own
personal views; I tried by drawing on my experience of over forty years of
practice to lay down, at least in principle, the traditional methods of
operation…I did not want to make this a work of luxury and just a book for
a library, but rather a constant guide and companion that would always be
at hand to use and of which the advice would always be of value
(Escoffier 1921: ix).
Despite his attempts to make his advice accessible, Escoffier’s work remains most
relevant to his male colleagues working in professional kitchens, and the extent of
the recipes contained in his guide, which he himself claimed was ‘not exhaustive’
(Escoffier 1921: x), was over 5000. It remains a key book for professional training,
and is also notable for the inventions of Escoffier as well as his clarity of instruction
when it came to making simple meals. Smith herself says of making scrambled eggs
that she is a ‘disciple of Escoffier’ (Smith 1985: 12). Escoffier’s influence is still
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apparent today in the training of professional chefs, but the sheer range of his work
ensures that in some manner every author examined for this thesis will have been
impacted by his recipes and instructions.
In contrast, Eliza Acton’s Modern Cookery in all its Branches (1845) placed the
emphasis on home-made products - such as bread and preserves. David describes
Acton as ‘the first English writer to go into the minutest of detail in her recipes and
who first used the concise and uniform system of setting them out’ (David 1982:
303). Her recipes are characterized by her emphasis on simple, often slow-cooked,
achievable and affordable ingredients and instructions. David describes Acton’s
influence as far reaching, stating that: ‘It was the singleness of purpose animating
Eliza Acton, her methodical mind and meticulous honesty which made her cookery
book then, and makes it even still, far and away the most admired and copied in the
English language’ (David 1982: 305).
Smith is an ardent admirer of Acton’s work; her texts provided inspiration for Smith’s
own writing at the start of her career. Smith also urges her readers, in a manner
similar to Acton’s, to attempt to make their own versions of readily available
products, although for Smith the pleasure is in the process, the lesser expense and
the flavour rather than avoiding harmful adulterations. Acton’s book makes clear its
intended readership when she writes: ‘It is a popular error to imagine that what is
called good cookery is adapted only to the establishments of the wealthy and that it
is beyond the reach of those who are not affluent’ (Acton 1845: xx). She goes
further and explains that her type of cookery will not be the elaborate style employed
by professionals stating:
Merely to please the eye by such fanciful and elaborate decorations as
distinguish many modern dinners. Or to flatter the palate by the production
of new and enticing dainties ought not to be the principle aim at least of
any work on cookery. Eat to live should be the motto by which the spirit of
which all writers on the subject are guided (Acton 1845: xxi).
Acton’s food writing was addressed not only resolutely to the domestic, but she also
intended for her writing to be read by ordinary people, seeking means to improve
their food and eating at home after working long days with not much in the way of
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funds. Both Acton and Smith can be seen to single out this section of readership those who wish to improve their home cooking without becoming professional chefs.
Both writers offer domestically produced alternatives to the mass-produced products
available, and both women write from the domestic sphere for their intended
predominately female readership.
Escoffier’s influence could be clearly seen in another book published in 1846 by the
chef Alexis Soyer, entitled Gastronomic Regenerator, which was also much admired.
Soyer had worked as a professional chef for many years in Britain and his book was
full of complicated and elaborate recipes more suited to being produced in
professional kitchens with a team of staff than in the domestic kitchen. His book The
Modern Housewife (1858) attempts to bridge the gap between the professional and
the domestic in a different manner to Escoffier’s clarity of instruction by purporting to
be letters of advice and recipes written from one experienced and prudent
housewife to another, less experienced and in need of guidance. It is hard not to see
Soyer as placing himself in a position of authority above his imagined letter writers
when he has his imagined women describe themselves as ‘humble but
domesticated’ and where in an introduction, one wife advises her friend and assures
her that she is indeed capable of giving advice by quoting her husband praising her
skills. Indeed Soyer’s imagined female authors are so ‘humble’ that this husband is
called upon to assert his wife’s worth even in an intimate conversation between the
two friends:
…in my wife, without flattering her too much, you see almost an
accomplished woman (in hearing such praise Mrs B. retired saying ‘How
foolishly you talk, Richard’) she speaks two or three languages tolerably
well and, as an amateur is rather proficient in music, but her parents, very
wisely considering household knowledge to be of the greatest importance
made her first acquainted with the keys of the store room before those of
the piano (Soyer 1858: xiii).
Soyer is keen to make sure that his readers, wives like his two imagined ‘humble
domesticated’ women, will follow his advice for the sake of their households. The
goal of the text appears to be the creation of more efficient, more prudent, less
wasteful wives and housekeepers for the benefit and comfort of the men to whom
they are subservient.
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Soyer along with Acton can be considered as extremely important writers in the
history of British food, even though each of their original works are not as well-known
generally as perhaps they should be. Despite the fact that neither writer is famous on
the basis of their own work, it is primarily from them that Mrs. Isabella Beeton
sourced most of the recipes to publish in her far more famous Book of Household
Management (1861).
Mrs. Beeton’s book and the figure she represents have become iconic in British food
writing. Her name has become synonymous with a particular type of British food honest, unpretentious, hearty and rustic. Her book was a clever amalgam of the work
and recipes of others - particularly Acton and Soyer, as well as recipes her readers
had sent to her - rewritten to represent her own views of British life, social mores and
food. Beeton, a member of the emerging upwardly mobile middle class herself,
recognised the desire for status and prestige in this new group of British society and
sought to educate its members in how to use food as a visible symbol of their rising
status, often with limited or no help from servants and a restricted budget.
The other key theme throughout Beeton’s book is a call to return to an idealised rural
Britain where the relationship between British people and their food was more visible
and clearly defined, thereby removing the fear of contamination of food by
unscrupulous retailers. The irony is that by 1861, the year Beeton published the first
version of her book, urban life had already become heavily industrialised and a
retreat to the rural was unfeasible, but what Beeton shares in common with
contemporary writers is that she maintained the view that the benefits of modernity
‘arrived at a cost’ (Hughes 2005: 41).
Beeton may well have looked to the past to provide the ideal but her book uses
many (for the period) modern implements and methods to ensure success. Perhaps
the writer whose ethos most closely matches Beeton’s hopes for the British nation is
Hugh Fernley-Whittingstall. He too seeks to renegotiate the relationship the nation
has with the land, and hopes that the rural will become a part of every Briton’s life. In
common with Beeton he is not averse to using modern tactics to achieve his goals.
Beeton makes her own hopes for her book clear in her preface:
51

I must frankly own, that if I had known, beforehand, that this book would
have cost me the labour which it has, I should never have been
courageous enough to commence it. What moved me, in the first
instance, to attempt a work like this, was the discomfort and suffering
which I had seen brought upon men and women by household
mismanagement. I have always thought that there is no more fruitful
source of family discontent than a housewife's badly-cooked dinners and
untidy ways. Men are now so well served out of doors,—at their clubs,
well-ordered taverns, and dining-houses, that in order to compete with the
attractions of these places, a mistress must be thoroughly acquainted with
the theory and practice of cookery, as well as be perfectly conversant with
all the other arts of making and keeping a comfortable home (Beeton
1861: vi).
Beeton makes it extremely clear that her intended readership is that of women, and
like Woolley she makes it clear that the woman’s role is to maintain the home and
keep it a place of comfort and pleasure for her husband – by providing everything he
could wish for within the confines of his home. But Beeton does not underestimate
the range and scale of the undertakings or indeed the capabilities of her female
readership. As Christopher Clausen writes:
Mrs. Beeton does not think of herself as writing for namby-pambies, and
unlike Smiles she does not belittle intelligence. There is work to be done,
work every bit as difficult and important as the work of men, and no less
deserving of the highest respect. (‘The rank which a people occupy in the
grand scale,’ she proclaims, ‘may be measured by their way of taking their
meals, as well as by their way of treating their women.’) Discipline, selfassurance, and determination are no less essential qualities for the
management of a household than for that of a factory (Clausen 2003:
403).
What Beeton also appears to be striving for is a Britain that embodies the best of its
past whilst utilising the innovations of modernity. It is perhaps a testament to her
skillful negotiation of these themes that her book - for all of its outdated advice on
handling relations with servants and keeping up appearances - is still in print, albeit
in revised editions, to this day. To this extent, although Beeton may be the most
visible, and certainly one of the most renowned, antecedents of today’s
contemporary writers, her two major sources of recipes - Soyer and Acton - also
played an extremely important part in how food writing is composed today.
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The early nineteen hundreds brought forward more notable authors to the food
writing genre in Britain. In 1925 Hilda Leyel published The Gentle Art of Cookery.
Published between the two great wars, this book was notable for its exotic
ingredients and menus, all suggesting meals inspired by the Far East or the
Mediterranean. This was particularly daring as travel was the almost exclusive
privilege of the rich and tensions were already arising which would culminate in
World War II.
Food however served a dual purpose regarding travel; for those who could not afford
to travel eating food from foreign countries provided a vicarious experience, for those
who could afford to travel food could remind them of their experiences. Because of
the colonising process of the British Empire, Britain has, over time, been influenced
by the cuisine of other countries in a manner not embraced by the nations of France
and Italy. Modern British food has become creolised to the point where it has
naturally developed into a multi-ethnic cuisine, something it certainly wasn’t when
Leyel published her book in 1925. Leyel’s book had a huge effect on the writer
Elizabeth David who was later to say:
[Mrs. Leyel’s] Arabian style of cooking red mullet…sounded irresistible, so
much so that if even if you barely knew whether a red mullet was a bird, a
flower or a fish you quickly set about finding out (Cheney 1999: 70).
In 1932 Ambrose Heath published Good Food (1932), the first of seventy books he
would write on food before his death in 1968. Heath’s recipes focus on the pleasure
that can be obtained by cooking good quality ingredients simply and well. He
advocated seasonal eating and emphasised the need for fine drinks to accompany
his meals. His style is rambunctious and generous, the instructions can be broad and
vague, but his hearty portions and love for good food are evident in his most famous
works Good Food (1932) and Good Drinks (1934). Oliver attributed the style, design
and recipe inspiration for his Jamie at Home: Cook your Way to the Good Life (2007)
which advocated the growing of produce in home gardens and eating seasonally to
reflect these home-grown harvests, as a tribute to Heath’s earlier work.
The Second World War came and brought with it hardship for many Britons on a
previously unimaginable scale. Food was rationed to the households of Britain and
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many were at a loss for how to cope with the meagre amounts of food available, or
with what to do with unfamiliar ingredients such as powdered egg and whale meat.
Making do and stretching out the limited amount of food available became a visible
symbol of patriotism with poster slogans such as ‘Food Wasted is another ship
lost…Waste the food Help the Hun….and A sailor’s blood is on your head if you
waste a scrap of bread’ (Colquhoun 2008: 339). This allowed many of the women
whose partners had been drafted into the army to feel that they were actively aiding
the ‘war effort’.
The war also had the effect of strengthening and uniting the ‘imagined community’
(Anderson 1982: 3) of the British nation. The sense that everyone who lived in or
served Britain was ‘in it together’ made enduring these depravations a point of
honour and pride. Marguerite Patten became well known as part of the Ministry of
Food; she helped write the recipe pamphlets that suggested new manners of eating
and cooking food utilising meagre rations to a war-torn Britain.

Her Hard Time

Cookery published in 1940 made no bones about the fact that this was almost
always substitute cookery, and that not much enjoyment could be gleaned from the
end result, but that in doing so one could take a perverse pride in deprivation,
knowing that it was doing the nation good. It is this sense of national pride and unity
that Oliver appears to have been inspired by when creating his own version of the
Ministry of Food in 2009, however Oliver’s was intended to educate the British public
to help them avoid obesity and other food-related illnesses. Oliver’s ‘pass it on’
campaign attempts to build communities who support each other using food as a
common bond and in this it closely resembles its predecessor.
After the war Britain remained under rationing until the mid-1950’s; meat, butter,
eggs and milk were scarce, and food had become something to be endured rather
than enjoyed for most Britons. Elizabeth David returned in 1946 from travelling the
continent where she had lived, as part of her employment during WWII - in Greece,
Spain and Egypt among other places. She described the food she encountered in
her home land as ‘produced with a bleak triumph which amounted almost to a hatred
of humanity and humanity’s needs’ (David 1984: 21). It is interesting to note that both
during the war and the immediate period after that once again, women authors seem
to dominate the genre - there are few men notable for food writing. This could be due
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to many factors, men were either fighting in or recovering from WWII, and women
had been left to maintain and manage their homes and families with the male
members absent. However the domestic sphere seems to have been primarily the
source of female creative output from this period for a considerable amount of time.
David’s response to this food can be seen as a break from the siege mentality that
had engulfed Britain during the period of war-time. She had a desire for something
better in her home country now that the war had ended. Her reaction drove her to
write of the food she craved from her time spent in the Mediterranean. She described
her work as:
…a furious revolt against that terrible cheerless, heartless food…writing
down descriptions of Mediterranean and Middle Eastern cooking. Even to
write words like apricot, olives and butter, rice and lemons, oil and
almonds produced assuagement (David 1984: 21).
When her book A Book of Mediterranean Food (1948) was published it provided
what author Marion Halligan describes as ‘a truly vicarious reading experience’
(Halligan 2004: 20), as many of the ingredients were not familiar to British readers,
especially the British women who had remained at home during the war. However
David’s work introduced not only a new type of cooking but a new style of eating to
Britain. Arabella Boxer describes the effect of David’s work stating: ‘The reading
public embraced this vision of a Mediterranean world entirely, and with an
enthusiasm that has never abated’ (Boxer 1991: 21).
David’s influence and the reaction her work engendered can be seen as exemplar of
the means by which food writing can create national ideals, not solely reflect them. It
is hard to imagine a Britain now without the influence of the Mediterranean upon its
food and cookery practices, and to some extent David reflected the desire, bought
about by exposure to other cultures for many Britons in wartime, for food from other
countries; however her recipes also acted to introduce many in Britain to this style of
cookery.
It is fair to say that David completely rejuvenated food writing in Britain. Jones and
Taylor note David’s ability to ‘identify, and to celebrate the specificity of local food
cultures’ ( 2001: 182), and certainly later in her career David was keen to illustrate
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the rich history and legacy of British cookery as much as she was that of other
cultures. Her books are as relevant today as when first published and she remains a
heavily quoted influence on today’s chefs. David was not, however, the only
influential writer of the period. Patience Gray and Primrose Boyd enjoyed huge
success with Plats Du Jour, or Foreign Food (1957). A book which makes clear that
its purpose is to drive the reader towards active engagement; it is described by its
authors as:
…not intended as an armchair cookery book. It is designed for action in
the kitchen. The underlying theme is a concentration of excellence in one
main dish, rather than dissipating thought and care on several, and it
contains a collection of recipes, mainly French and Italian, for dishes
which can be served with no further sequel than salad, cheese and fruit.
The authors have imparted in the description of these dishes some of the
enthusiasm which naturally belongs to the preparation of continental food
(Gray and Boyd 1957: 1).
It is clear that the enthusiasm that David held for food from Europe was also
common to Gray and Boyd. Their book was the largest selling cookbook for 1957.
But it is also clear that the authors feel the act of cooking is one to be engaged in,
not distracted from. Plats du Jour offers specific menus for the home cook to
familiarise themselves with and replicate in their home kitchens. Certainly their work
was, at the time, more popular than David’s but, perhaps due to the quality of
David’s writing, is no longer as well-known.
David was followed by the far more traditional Constance Spry and Marguerite
Patten. Both women offered middle-class cookery for every occasion: frugal living,
single households, and cocktail parties, dinner parties as well as cooking for fetes
and for gifts. Both women recognised - like Beeton before them - that for many
middle class women food performed a social function and they offered ways in which
to experiment with gourmet cooking without the fear of failure or too exotic tastes for
one’s guests. They took the daring and style of David’s inspiration and made it
workable and approachable for middle Britain. In many ways the conservative
recipes and reliable instructions of Delia Smith can be seen to follow this tradition.

56

Another author who enjoyed great success during this period was Constance Spry,
who along with Rosemary Hume published The Constance Spry Cookery Book in
1956. In it Spry asserts that:
Cooking is an art; it demands hard and sometimes distasteful work, but on
the whole it is the creative side that prevails. The Kitchen should be raised
to the status of a studio, as indeed it is in some homes where the mistress
of the house is a cook…for it is in the private kitchen that opportunity
presents itself for experiment and invention (Spry 1956: xiii).
Both Gray and Spry’s intended readership would be the women who manage and
run the domestic home. Certainly some of the flair and imagination of David is
evident in their address, but they also seem more aware of the demands and
challenges that go hand in hand with domestic duty. They share this concern with
the authors of The Cordon Bleu Cookbooks (Various Titles 1965-1972) Rosemary
Hume – who had aided Spry as part of her role as one of the key educators at The
Cordon Bleu school of cookery - and Muriel Downes. They suggested European
styles of food with a tendency towards French cuisine, balanced with helpful
timetables and reassuring instructions assuming little or no culinary knowledge on
the part of the reader – in a manner similar to Smith - such as: ‘To deglaze: after
removing excess fat, to heat stock and/or wine together with sediments left in the
roasting tin/frying pan so that gravy/sauce is formed’ (Hume and Downes 1971: 13).
These clear instructions are perfect for readers with little confidence as, in common
with Smith, their exacting nature and depth of explanation allow unconfident readers
and cooks to feel reassured as they attempt more complicated recipes.
It was during this period that The Observer newspaper employed the writer Jane
Grigson (1968). Grigson was influenced by David in the scholarly approach she took
to writing about food and the clarity with which she set about demystifying it for her
readers. She shared with David an appreciation of the type of food found in the
Mediterranean, particularly in France and Italy, but both she and David urged their
readers towards rediscovering traditional British dishes. Grigson also aimed to
position consumers to reject ‘fake’ manufactured products by urging them to seek
out or make the real thing for themselves. In her introduction to English Food she
writes:

57

The English are a very adaptive people. English cooking…is a great deal
more varied and delectable than our masochistic temper in this matter
allows….Words such as ‘fresh’ and ‘home-made’ have been borrowed by
our commerce to tell lies…In spite of this the English cook has a
wonderful inheritance if she cares to make use of it (Grigson 1974: 4).
Unlike her male counterparts of the time such as Graham Kerr and Phillip Harben,
Grigson chose the printed word as the medium for her thoughts on food as opposed
to television appearances, and in manner similar to David, Gray, Boyd and Spry,
identified herself as the feminine ‘cook’. Jones and Taylor assert that both David
and Grigson’s ‘excavation of English food traditions marked an attempt by the two
authors to position their tastes and attendant capitals within a reformulated terrain of
authenticity’ (Jones and Taylor 2001: 181). Television was beginning to be an
effective part of communicating ideas about food to the nation and male authors
were beginning to make a return to prominence in the genre. A young Graham Kerr
set himself up as The Galloping Gourmet and achieved success in part because of
his attractiveness on his television programmes.
Fanny Craddock presented her own unique television programmes where she
appeared in a series of increasingly impractical glamorous outfits (famously a ball
gown when cooking at the Albert Hall) to hector and bully her husband1, Johnny, into
helping her cook over-stylised gourmet creations. However in 1970 a young woman
was to utilise television so effectively as a tool to promote understanding of her food
and recipes that ever since almost all successful food writers in Britain have
complimented their books with a television series. That woman was Delia Smith. Her
impact and effect on British food writing will be fully discussed in the following
chapter. In brief, she created a whole new manner of food television, where the food
itself took centre stage, and she provided the medium by which her viewers, and
readers, could learn how to prepare it effectively and correctly.
After Smith there was no shortage of food programmes available on television. One
factor that enabled producers to create many food programmes was the advent of all
1

Actually for much of her career Craddock was not married, but social pressure and expectations of the period
kept her from admitting this, she married her ‘husband’ towards the end of her television career.
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day viewing in Britain, which came into effect in the early 1980’s. Food programming
such as Can’t Cook; Won’t Cook and Ready Steady Cook provided cheap-to-film
programmes that proved immensely popular with the public.
Food programmes did not always follow these gameshow style formats - there were
other series commissioned at this time dedicated to chefs and cooks who became
celebrities as the result of their exposure on television. These included Jennifer
Patterson and Clarissa Dickson Wright, who became The Two Fat Ladies, and less
established authors who included Jamie Oliver, Nigella Lawson and Hugh FernleyWhittingstall. Food became the topic of current affairs programmes previously
reserved for news programmes such as Panorama. Delia Smith became so
influential through her books and programmes that ‘The Delia Effect’ was a term
coined to describe the soaring sales in featured ingredients of Smith’s recipes in her
books and programmes. Food as a current affairs topic of interest was discussed
and researched for all manner of news stories which were shown on the terrestrial
channels’ major news programmes and the regional magazine programmes that
followed them.
In examining this cross section of food writing from Britain it can be seen that there
are at least two types of writing. Feminised writing tends to be rooted firmly in the
domestic; even when foreign styles of cookery are explained and discussed the
focus is on how they can be replicated in the domestic sphere accounting for British
tastes, ingredients and equipment. By and large the women writers identify
themselves with the domestic title of ‘cook’, and their address – and thus it follows
their intended readership – is to other women cooks who also work in this domestic
sphere. Male writers tend to identify themselves with the professional title of ‘chef’
and if they do not they still make it clear that they are writing from outside of the
domestic sphere, often from an authorial position elevated above their intended
readers. The preceding historical examination illustrates that there is a precedent for
different manners of writing depending on the gender of the author.
Historically, food writing has been aimed squarely at women, unless, as in the case
of Escoffier, the work was intended as instructional for professional cookery, in which
case the readers can be seen to be both male and female. This suggests that
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cookery as a practice in Britain is linked to the private domestic sphere, a space
which traditionally is seen as feminised, and that food writing is gendered.
The first author to be examined in this thesis, Delia Smith, is an excellent example of
a food writer whose work influenced and provided instruction for the domestic sphere
and beyond. Smith has enjoyed enormous success in Britain, and she illustrates the
first example of a female food writer who identifies herself as a ‘cook’, and conforms
to the pattern of feminised voice, stance and perspective.
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Chapter Three: Delia Smith
‘The best thing about your recipes Delia is that they work, even for idiots like me’
(quoted in Delia Smith’s Complete Cookery Course. 1982: 6)

Delia Smith’s Traditional Roast Chicken with Apple, Sage and Onion Stuffing,
Cranberry and Sage sauce and Chicken Giblet Gravy.
For The Roast Chicken: 1 x 5-6lb (2.25-2.7kg) Traditional Free Range
Chicken.
2oz (50g) Butter at room temperature.
8 rashers traditionally cured smoked streaky bacon.
Salt and freshly milled pepper.
Pre-heat the oven to Gas Mark 5, 375 Degrees Fahrenheit, and 190 Degrees
Centigrade.
First of all you’ll find that the chicken needs to be stuffed, and to do this you
begin at the neck end, where you’ll find a flap of loose skin; gently loosen this
away from the breast and you’ll be able to make a triangular pocket. Pack
about two-thirds of the stuffing inside, as far as you can go and make a neat
round shape on the outside, then tuck the neck flap under the bird’s back. And
secure with a cocktail stick or small skewer. Take the remaining stuffing and
place it inside the body cavity (the fat in the pork will melt and help to keep the
bird moist inside). Now place the chicken in a roasting tin and smear the
butter over the chicken using your hands and making sure you don’t leave any
part of the bird unbuttered.
Season the chicken all over with salt and pepper, then arrange seven slices of
the bacon, slightly overlapping, in a row along the breast. Cut the last rasher
in half and place one piece on each leg. I like to leave the rind on for more
flavour, but you can remove it if you prefer.
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Place the chicken on the centre shelf and cook for 20 minutes per lb (450g)
plus twenty minutes extra. This will be an hour and 50 minutes for a 5lb bird
for instance. The chicken is cooked if the juices run clear from the thickest
part of the leg when pierced with a skewer. It is important to baste the bird at
least three times during cooking - spooning over the juices mingled with the
bacon fat and butter helps to keep the flesh succulent.
During the last basting (about half an hour before the chicken is cooked)
remove the now crisp bacon slices and keep them warm. If they are not crisp
just leave them around the chicken to finish off. For the final 15 minutes of
cooking turn the heat up to Gas mark 7, 425 degrees Fahrenheit, 220 degrees
Centigrade - which will give the skin that final golden crispiness.
When the chicken is cooked it is important to leave it in the warm kitchen near
the oven covered in foil for 30 minutes which will allow it to relax. This is
because when the chicken is cooking all the juices bubble up to beneath the
surface of the skin. If you look inside the oven you will actually see this
happening under the skin) and what relaxing does is to allow all these
precious juices to seep back into the flesh. It also makes it much easier to
carve, when you serve the chicken make sure everybody gets some crisp
bacon and stuffing (Smith 1999: 108-109).
This recipe from Delia Smith clearly illustrates two of her major themes and
concerns. Firstly it makes evident Smith’s painstaking attention to detail, which is
present in all her recipes. Of the five author’s recipes for roasted chicken, this is
certainly the longest and most thorough. No process is left unexplained, all directions
for roasting a chicken are given the most specific of instruction so that anybody however inexperienced or unskilled - could make this recipe and feel confident about
the end result. It is quite an old-fashioned version of the meal in that Smith suggests
stuffing the bird – the only author to do so - and also attempts to combat any the loss
of succulence in the breast meat by protecting it with bacon. No strange or unfamiliar
equipment is needed to prepare this meal, and Smith’s careful step-by-step process
ensures there is no room for error. The cooking times are exact, and clearly
explained with an example, and Smith gives her readers a fail-safe means of testing
the bird to ensure it is fully cooked. Secondly, this recipe also reveals Smith’s desire
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to perpetuate and sustain the cooking of ‘British’ traditional dishes, in that the bird is
stuffed and cooked in a manner that would not be dissimilar to a recipe found in
Isabella Beeton’s book, which as discussed was first published in 1861. Finally the
resting of the bird is explained in detail, so that it seems crucial rather than an unnecessary step.
Smith’s style is distinctive for her manner of holding her reader’s hand,
metaphorically, throughout this recipe. She addresses her reader as ‘you’, for
example when she states: ‘First of all you’ll find that the chicken needs to be stuffed,
and to do this you begin at the neck end, where you’ll find a flap of loose skin’ (Smith
1999: 108). This establishes clearly that she is giving her reader personal, one-onone instructions. Her recipes always exhibit a precise and exacting quality, so that
her reader is in no doubt as to what to do for success. The instruction to lay seven
rashers of bacon on top of the cooking chicken and split the remaining rasher over
the bird’s leg is a good example of the precise quality of Smith’s writing. Smith does
not explicitly dictate her tastes to her reader, but does subtly influence them by
including herself and her preferences in the recipe; as illustrated when she writes: ‘I
like to leave the rind on for more flavour, but you can remove it if you prefer’ (Smith
1999: 108).
Obviously Smith’s readers can remove the rind from the bacon but they do so
knowing that she feels the flavour of the final dish will be diminished. Smith has a
clear vision for how she wants the final meal to look and taste, giving her readers
clear directions on how to achieve the ‘golden crispiness’ (1999: 108) she finds so
desirable. This is hardly arcane or even technical language, but it communicates
exactly how the chicken should look when cooked. Even when it comes to serving
the bird, Smith is exacting in her opinion on how to best divide the bird fairly, saying,
‘make sure everyone gets some crisp bacon and stuffing’ (Smith 1999: 109). This is
not a casual suggestion; indeed, Smith’s recipe writing is never casual. The inclusion
of the phrase ‘make sure’ adds weight and authority to her suggestion. Smith’s
readers are never in any doubt as to the authority of her writing; her detailed
instructions and explanations ensure that their meals will turn out almost exactly the
same as those she has cooked. She is the leader in the kitchen, albeit an intimate,
close and trusted one, but the leader nonetheless. Smith’s popularity, in part,
depends on the trust of her readers, her simply communicated instructions in clear
63

and easy to understand language, and her tone of address which reassures readers
who may lack kitchen skills.
3.1:

Gender.

Smith may be the most popular food-writer in Britain, but her themes and concerns
are often so linked specifically to Britain – both by herself and her readers - that she
does not enjoy the global fame and success of Jamie Oliver and Nigella Lawson. For
instance in her introduction to Delia’s Complete Cookery Course (1982) she writes
‘[a]s a nation which has become increasingly preoccupied with the subject of healthy
eating’ (Smith 1982: 8), and later in the text she writes on knowing how to tell if an
egg is fresh: ‘you can get little charts from the British Egg Information Service’(Smith
1982:19) to explain the codes used in packaging eggs in Great Britain, information
that would be relatively useless for any international readers.
Smith, by her own admission an under-achiever at school, who left with no
qualifications, developed an interest in food and began to work as a waitress whilst
simultaneously researching recipes from texts in the British Library such as those
written by Eliza Acton and

Elizabeth Raffeld.(Brown 2008). Here she traced a

largely feminine domestic history of British food, some of which has been discussed
in Chapter Two, that she believed was valuable and one, certainly she felt had value
and could be revived and retaught. Where Smith came into her own as a food-writer
was her early, realisation, compared to her peers that a new sector of people
interested in food had to be addressed and written for. She describes these
unaddressed readers thus: ‘You had women’s magazines doing six ways with mince
and colour magazines doing posh stuff. And there was nothing in the middle’ (quoted
in Brown 2008).
Clearly Smith feels that either people – and in particular ‘women’ - are assumed to
have very basic cookery skills, or even none, and then have had simplistic recipes
assigned to them accordingly, or that they are assumed to have the skills of trained
chefs if they had even a modest interest in food. This strongly links Smith’s work to
that of Hannah Glasse, Elizabeth Raffald and Eliza Acton as well as more recent
authors such as Constance Spry, all of whom wrote to address this ‘middle’ section
of the society in which they were writing. Smith clearly identifies a gap of knowledge
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in modern Britain: a range of people interested in good food, who were willing to be
taught and experiment, but who needed clear instructions as to how.
Once Smith had identified the unaddressed ‘middle’ section of society, as described
above, as those to whom she would direct her instruction in cookery skills, she
determined that the best way of providing this instruction would be through a
comprehensive television ‘cookery course’ accompanied by a book detailing and
recording the instructions and recipes that she had demonstrated on the programme.
Food writers as celebrities was a relatively new phenomena, authors like Fanny
Craddock and Graham Kerr as described in the previous chapter were more
dependent on spectacle and glamour than for the food they cooked. Smith’s idea of
educating everyone ‘absolutely anyone, from nine to ninety’ (Smith 1982: 7) was for
the time revolutionary, and certainly seen as educational as opposed to an attempt
towards fame or celebrity.
The original programmes were shown as part of the BBC’s Open University series,
so their resulting success can be seen to illustrate a change in how food authors
were perceived and feted. This book, Delia Smith’s Complete Cookery Course
published in 1982, has been reprinted many times, and continues to be sold whilst
the programmes that accompany it are now seldom shown, revealing that the
original text has a more enduring importance than the programme which
accompanied it. Her first programme, with an accompanying book Family Fare
published 1973, had been well received and it can be assumed that the success of
this earlier project led to Smith’s vision for the larger project. Smith was able to pitch
an idea to the BBC to produce this educational programme: Delia Smith’s Cookery
Course. It was these programmes that Mick Brown, writing for The Telegraph, would
later claim had altered Smith’s status, from food writer to ‘National Treasure’ (2008).
Smith herself commented:
It was just the young me doing a very straight forward demonstration, no
entertainment, because I didn’t know any other way…I made up my mind
very early on that I wanted to communicate, and that was my passion, and
I sort of embraced it. So therefore it would never have been about me and
who I am; it was always about ‘you can do this, and I’m going to show you
how easy it is’ (quoted in Brown: 2008).
This approach to teaching cookery would form the blueprint for Smith’s distinctive
style of food performance. Smith obviously felt that cookery skills across the nation
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were being lost, something that her contemporary Jamie Oliver would also assert in
early 2000. Smith wanted to puncture the myth that good home cookery requires
tremendous skill or innate knowledge. What it really requires, it would seem she had
surmised, was a good – yet not showy or arrogant – teacher, and readers and
viewers willing to learn. Smith’s relaxed yet informative style of presenting recipes for
viewers to learn from on television was immediately influential and was strongly
reinforced by the accompanying book. Almost every other author examined in this
thesis owes something to Smith as pertains to their television performances, and
certainly without her television success it is unlikely that any of them would have
programmes of their own.
Although Smith explicitly states that her intended readership includes men and
women she has been keen from the beginning of her career in writing to align her
books with the female literary tradition of cookery books from Britain that first
provided her with inspiration, penned by women such Hannah Glasse and Eliza
Acton and dedicated to the demystification of domestic food and cookery.
Smith makes efforts in her own works to ensure that these early writers are not
forgotten:
An eighteenth century English cook called Hannah Glasse wrote a book
with the wonderfully lucid title, The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy.
Three centuries later I would like to re-present my book, which I hope
echoes her title and will help to make the whole art of cooking both plain
and easy for anyone who wants to cook in the twenty-first century (Smith
1982: 8).
Elsewhere in Delia’s Complete Cookery Course she refers to the writer Elizabeth
David - quoting a passage from her English Bread and Yeast Cookery (1994) - and
also Eliza Acton, from whom she adapts some six recipes gleaned from researching
recipes originally contained in Modern Cookery for Private Families (1845).

By

directing attention towards and comparison with the work of female food writers from
earlier eras of British history, she asserts the importance of her own work in the
feminine cookery tradition of Britain. In using recipes, that in the case of Acton can
be over a hundred years old, she points to the legacy of this feminine history, and
makes it clear these works still have value for contemporary women.
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Aligning herself with these cooking practices also acts to position Smith as a writer
who considers herself first and foremost a cook - one who operates predominantly
from the domestic sphere - and not a chef approaching the subject from a
professional, which could be seen as an intimidating, skilled, perspective. As the
realm of the domestic is traditionally ascribed to women it also acts to feminise her
perspective and authorial position. Smith writes exclusively from the domestic space
- she never ventures out to write from any other arenas, and is happy to identify with
home cooks and their corresponding concerns. This acts to minimise the space
between herself and her readers, but also positions Smith with the non-professional,
feminine title of ‘cook’, as opposed to the masculine title of ‘chef’ which have been
discussed as gendered terms in Chapters One and Two.
Smith stresses that cookery does not have to be a mindless, draining or repetitive
chore, but one that can provide enjoyment in both the preparation and consumption.
Smith’s fellow food writer, The Telegraph’s Rose Prince, has also discussed the
relationship of the feminine activity of cookery to the food that is produced by women
in the domestic sphere: ‘At its best feminine cookery is heroic, creative, practical and
above all nurturing…Nurturing cookery is the opposite of ‘cheffy’ food. It is
imaginative but it is simple’ (Prince: 2010). This quote emphasises the ‘nurturing’
aspect of feminine cookery, putting the stress on how many women cook to take
care of other people – something that will be re-emphasised in not only Lawson’s
writing but also from the queered domestic perspective of Nigel Slater’s cooking and
writing.
Another aspect of the feminine domestic tradition is noted by Sian Supski who
states: ‘women’s cookery knowledge has increasingly been valued in scholarship
over the past twenty five years …women’s food-making knowledge, cookbooks and
recipes have epistemological value; they are not just didactic’ (Supski 2013: 30).
This writing is valuable precisely because it documents the ordinary, everyday
aspects of domestic life, so often ignored in conventional historical accounts.
Maggie Andrews

suggests that Smith’s direct response to the domestic sphere

‘begins to address what Forster (2008) describes as the dichotomy for feminism for
decades between the housewife on one side as a desirable status and alternatively
as domestic labour which was frequently tedious, unrewarding and relentless’
(Andrews 2012: 229). Supski also notes that these books are aware of ‘the tension
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between gendered roles and women’s expectations about their ability’(Supski 2013:
31), a concern that Smith can be seen to address in her detailed and reassuring
recipes – which do not assume women will automatically possess cookery skills.
Smith certainly does not make the assumption that all women, especially modern
women with jobs outside of the domestic sphere and family demands on their time,
possess instinctual abilities to cook because of their gender – or that all women wish
to possess these skills - but she certainly seems to be offering a different perspective
to cooking as household labour that is thankless and unrewarding. This is not to say
that Smith is unaware of or not interested in alleviating the work entailed in cooking
for a family and the scale of her detailed instructions make clear that there is labour
involved in cooking for the everyday. Her book How to Cheat at Cooking (2008) can
be seen as an attempt to keep cookery happening regularly in the home, whilst
acknowledging that not everyone has time to prepare home cooked meals from
scratch for every meal.
Smith is focused on solutions to ease this burden whilst creating if not pride in the
domestic sphere at least contentment with the skills that can be acquired there.
Smith’s work acknowledges ‘that for most there is an incompatibility between the
domestic reality that families face at meal times and the idealisation that they
consume through broadcast media’ (Andrews 2012: 234), and she employs a
number of literary techniques along with her feminised and domesticated address to
combat this. Smith’s writing from this sphere can be seen as an act which urges the
importance of the domestic. Andrews argues that writing like that of Smith’s ensures
that domesticity continues to operate ‘both in the imagination and as a lived
experience, through both discursive and everyday practices’ (Andrews 2012: 209).
Smith’s focus on private domestic cooking can be seen to act as both instruction and
construction of this notion of domesticity which, again, strongly links it to a feminine
tradition.
With this feminine tradition in mind it is useful to examine Smith’s work as regards
Christmas cooking and traditions. Christmas is a period when home cooking, and the
domestic arena in which it takes place, come to the fore and interestingly both
female authors, as well as Nigel Slater, specifically take time and space in their
books and programmes to discuss and explain cooking for the festive period. When
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writing about Christmas and the demands placed on the home cook because of the
festive period, one of the things that has cemented Smith’s reputation as someone
who understands Christmas is her clear eyed perspective on what can be for many a
very stressful time in the kitchen. To this end she has written two books - Delia
Smith’s Christmas (1990) and Delia’s Happy Christmas (2009).

As she states:

‘Cooking a turkey for the first time at Christmas, when in-laws and other guests are
probably milling around, can be quite a traumatic experience’ (Smith 2009: 200). In
the earlier book it is also clear that she presumes that it is the women of the home
who will be cooking this meal:
Christmas has its critics and, if we were honest, I’m sure each one of us
has, at some time, wished we could quietly quit the planet and come back
when it was over. On the other hand what time of year can we turn our
minds to the sheer joy of feasting...As a veteran of many a Christmas
campaign, my final message to you is not to worry. You will be pressured,
you will get grumpy, but it will all be worth it. Just set your mind on that
glorious moment on Christmas Day when the last of the washing up has
been done. By then you will probably have enough food in the house to
last for several days, so fill up your glass and put your feet up and forget
about it for another year! (Smith 1990: 6)
By clearly identifying with her reader in describing the range of domestic duties
necessary for a successful home-cooked Christmas meal, Smith emphasises an
equality of address with her female readers. She too has felt ‘pressured’ and even
‘grumpy’ at the thought of the sheer labour involved in providing a feast for family
and friends. She goes so far as to compare Christmas to a military operation with her
use of the word ‘campaign’. Indeed it would seem to her reader that it is both her
personal fear of failure regarding this meal as well as a desire to instruct them that
acts as motivation to write specific texts solely for the Christmas period. The
emphasis on relaxing in the domestic sphere, once the ‘washing-up’ has been done
(presumably by a woman) – as opposed to going out to a pub, a more masculinised
manner of relaxing - also acts to emphasise the address to her female readers.
In her second text devoted to Christmas (Smith 2009), Smith seems to have
recognised that she is going to have to coax far less skilled cooks, those who have
less confidence in their abilities than the majority of the readers she has been
teaching to cook for so many years. This reveals that Smith is aware that her
readership is both large and varied, and that whilst her loyal readers are aware of
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her previous advice, there are others for whom her work is a relatively new
discovery:
I first attempted this nineteen years ago, and the response and
appreciation shown by countless Christmas cooks has been phenomenal.
So why do it again? First there is a whole new generation of those who
have to cook Christmas for the first time. Secondly the devoted followers
of the original will, I’m sure, appreciate a brand new collection of recipes
alongside all the old ones.
We have included all the traditional recipes that have served people well
over the years and if I had an agenda myself this time it would be to
encourage younger people who have never been shown that home–made
traditional recipes - the puddings, the cakes, the mincemeat and not least
cooking the turkey itself - are not difficult if they are explained simply. So
don’t be afraid. A little help is all you need and hopefully, it’s right here
(Smith 2009: 9).
Here we can see how Smith has decided to modify her approach: instead of focusing
solely on the harsh and pressured atmosphere that can surround festive cookery,
she has chosen to reassure her newer readers that although it is hard work
preparing a Christmas meal for the first time, even for a beginner is not ‘difficult’ - it
merely needs a more experienced person to talk you through it. The assumption
about what you are going to choose to eat - a home cooked meal - and how you will
choose to eat in - at home, inside with family and friends - is unspoken, yet clearly
felt. This emphasises and illustrates Smith’s focus on the domestic sphere.
Each Christmas book by Smith operates on the premise that the reader will want to
do some, if not all, of their festive baking, will entertain at least once over the festive
period and will seek to cook a festive meal on Christmas Day - usually turkey. This
popular choice reflects Smith’s preference for the traditional feast (although
suggestions are given for vegetarians and for those seeking an alternative meat)
which will be for a larger number of people than usually catered for. The constant
allusions to herself and to her problems and struggles seem to imply that another
woman will be the recipient of Smith’s instruction.
Both Christmas texts focus on pre-preparation as the key that will ensure success
and a - slightly - easier (at no point does Smith claim it will be anything less than
hard work) life for both cook and diners. The need for distinct books for the occasion
is backed by Supski who states that ‘women commonly make a distinction between
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everyday cooking, in which they do not need recipes, and specialty cooking…where
recipes are used’ (2013:41). Christmas cookery is fraught with anxiety and loaded
expectations, yet is expected to be special and luxurious - calling for specific
instruction in order to guarantee success. It is rare for most home cooks to have to
cook such a large bird as a turkey on a regular basis. Therefore Smith’s texts act as
an aide-memoir, much as Elinor Fettiplace’s household diaries, for the occasion, in
much the same manner as the diaries of domestic women in the past helped them
organise and plan their household years. In her first Christmas text Smith focuses on
planning ahead with a gentle warning about what can happen if the reader chooses
not to:
There is a Christmas equation that goes something like this: the shorter
the shopping time to Christmas the longer the queues, the longer the
queues the shorter the memory. On more than one occasion I have
discovered that I am missing some vital ingredient at 3.00pm on
Christmas Eve - and that is not the best time to dash off to the
supermarket (1990: 8).
This passage acts to again reinforce the link between Smith and her female readers;
she is only able to advise her readers as to the folly of forgetting vital ingredients
because she has done it herself, and been forced to pay the price. And, again her
writing acts to shorten the gap between herself and her readers so as not to
intimidate them or make them feel she is preaching from an elevated authorial
position. It also provokes a rush of recognition in the British reader - anyone who has
been shopping on Christmas Eve in Britain knows of the crowded shops and long
queues that accompany shopping on this day. In her later text Smith addresses the
issue of prior preparation more gently, and in a manner designed to incur the least
resistance:
The wisdom that comes only late in life (in my case anyway) has taught
me that Christmas is always going to arrive much sooner than I think. So,
instead of playing mind games and being in denial, I have had to learn to
face up to its imminence full-on. If you are the one who is doing Christmas
you will have to do the same (2009: 12).
Smith, with her direct use of, and identification with, the word ‘you,’ strongly implies
that she is addressing another woman here. This links Christmas cookery to the
nurturing aspect remarked on by Prince, as if the woman is ‘doing Christmas’ then it
is clear that she is doing it – the cooking and preparation - not just for herself but for
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the enjoyment and pleasure of others as well, after all one person would hardly
prepare and eat a turkey which could serve twelve people.
Recognising that for many of her readers this is the only time they attempt large
scale entertaining, and that expectations are high, she clearly details instructions for
‘all that the cook needs to do in the final 36 hours leading up to the Christmas lunch’
(Smith 1990: 188). Every detail is characteristically accounted for, from a list of storecupboard basics - for those whose store cupboards may need stocking up - to a
detailed list of the foods needed to be bought in the lead-up to the final meal itself.
The plans are detailed enough to provide inexperienced readers with a degree of
assured confidence that they can manage the barrage of tasks that lead up to the
Christmas meal, but also give experienced cooks guidelines with which they can
insert other, more complicated recipes. The plan covers everything from ‘last minute
shopping’ (Smith 1990: 189) to the brief period before lunch is served when the cook
is instructed to ‘go and have a pre-lunch glass of champagne. You deserve it.’ (Smith
1990: 201) This instruction, again, emphasises the feminine address for although
champagne is drunk by men and women there is a feminised focus on having a
glass before dinner that seems to lean towards this being an instruction for her
female readers.
Smith’s authorial position - firmly rooted in the domestic sphere - and her direct
address to her readers, emphasise the feminine perspective of her work. She
minimises the space between herself and her intended readership to allow those
readers to more closely identify with her and this too reinforces a feminine
perspective. Smith’s particular focus on Christmas cookery emphasises this link to
feminine home cookery. Smith’s focus on the domestic arena also acts to feminise
her perspective, as she speaks from a place of comfort and confidence about the
positive and negative aspects of cooking (and consumption) in the private home.

3.2:

Public Construction of Literary Persona

Smith aims in both her writing and her performances to educate her readers as
thoroughly as possible in the ways of food preparation and cooking practices. As
such – as discussed - much of Smith’s work emanates from the private, domestic
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sphere in which she assumes her readers will be implementing her instructions. She
resolutely writes from and to this sphere, and shows no sign of feeling contained or
restricted by her arena of choice.
Although Smith seems associated by her readers, and by the general British public
and her peers, with a somewhat staid traditional literary output of which some
examples are illustrated thus:
Antony Worrall Thompson, another celebrity chef, has called her "the
Volvo of the kitchen", Egon Ronay labelled her oeuvre "the missionary
position of cooking" and Gary Rhodes complained her most celebrated
recipe (for a boiled egg) insulted her readers' intelligence (Hough: 2011).
In reality, Smith is anything but conservative in her approach to food-writing. The
cover of the Rolling Stones album Let it Bleed (1969) features a cake decorated by
Smith – hardly the most conservative of moves. More than any other author in Britain
she has been the trailblazer who has revolutionised the genre again and again in her
efforts to provide a better degree of instruction and clarity for her readers and
viewers. Many of the chefs who were so quick to criticise Smith’s relaunched How to
Cheat at Cooking (2008) because of its reliance on shop-bought ingredients instead
of making everything from scratch -such as Worrall Thompson, and Rhodes (neither
of whom have the longevity and popularity of Smith’s career) simply would not have
careers in the public domain and thus a forum for this criticism, without the ingenuity
and forward thinking of Smith as regards her career in food-writing in Britain. It could
be suggested that as the arena in which Smith is so successful - food-writing - is
itself considered quite conservative, as is argued in Chapter Two, because of its
gendered and - somewhat - elitist, middle-class expectations on who cooks and
when; that perhaps this is why Smith herself is seen similarly.
Certainly class expectations play a part in the reception of these books; broadly all of
the authors examined for this thesis could be considered middle-class, in their
comparative financial security and their access to funds to experiment with cooking,
and the time to enable them to do so. This links their work with that of Beeton and
her successors in its address to middle-class readers looking to manage their
domestic arena more appropriately. Certainly all of the authors in this thesis assume
a certain degree of privilege and wealth in order to have the time and funds to
experiment with food, and this reinforces many of the perspectives on the class of
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these authors discussed in the preceding chapters such as Santich’s assertion that
food writing although once elite has become ‘democratised’ (Santich 2009: 42), and
Jones and Taylor’s assertion that some popular food writing contains ‘a high degree
of cultural capital’ (2001: 74). Although not all of the recipes are costly, they still
assume that readers will have time and funds to shop for ingredients and prepare
these meals. This address to the middle classes also acts to make food writing seem
conservative, as Lisa Heldke writes to be ‘middle class is to have no class, race’
(Heldke 2003: 95), meaning it makes the broadest possible assumptions about who
is reading and using these books and in doing so homogenises the readership into a
conservative middle class.
Kate Colquhoun describes Smith’s style of educating her reader as one with ‘plenty
of hesitations to make sure her viewers weren’t being left behind and lots of
collusion; “we’re going to continue cooking…we’ll be visiting…I’m going to take you
with me…we’ll be taking a peep into an Indian spice shop”’ (2007: 366). This
identification and collusion with her reader acts to minimise the space between Smith
and them, and encourages the reader towards their own efforts to cook. Colquhoun
goes on to describe Smith as ‘reassuring as a mother hen’ (2007: 367) and also
claims a great deal of her popular success can be attributed to her ‘dependability –
her recipes were all road tested and they never seemed to fail’ (2007: 366). In part
this is a huge component of Smith’s success but also key to Smith’s popularity is her
selection of recipes that remain in touch with popular tastes and her painstaking
attention to detail for the preparation of these recipes.
As previously discussed, Smith after researching recipes, and examining the current
field of food writing that that best way of providing instruction to her intended
readership – of those who desired to cook, but had never been given an opportunity
within their family homes to learn, those for whom she had perceived as having
‘nothing in the middle’ (Smith quoted in Brown 2008) in the way of practical
instruction - would be through a comprehensive television ‘cookery course’
accompanied by a book detailing and recording the instructions and recipes that she
had demonstrated on the programme. The combination of Smith’s clear instructions
and the format of television were tremendously successful. However it is worth
remembering that the book that accompanies this television series is currently in its
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28th reprint so its continued popularity attests the validity of Smith’s original desire to
provide education that anyone could use to instruct themselves on how to cook
In her revised introduction to the book that accompanied these programmes Delia’s
Complete Cookery Course, Smith herself states her intentions for the text:
When I wrote the first edition of the Complete Cookery Course, it was my
ambition to provide just such an all-round basic cookery course so that
absolutely anyone, from nine to ninety, male or female, whatever their
experience, could cook with complete confidence (Smith 1982: 7).
It is worth noting that in this revised introduction Smith emphasises that her books
can be used by ‘male or female’ readers. This suggests that previously food-writing
was seen as ONLY addressing women, as men interested would presumably be in
the professional sphere and hence gain cookery skills by being taught outside of the
domestic sphere. This emphasises the perception of the genre as feminine.
However, obviously, not every man who wishes to cook wishes to do so as a
professional chef and this revision can be seen to attempt to include men in Smith’s
address – even though the majority of her instructions seem firmly aimed at women.
This approach to teaching cookery would form the blueprint for Smith’s distinctive
style of food performance. Smith obviously felt that cookery skills across the nation
were being lost, and both her initial endeavours (1978) and her return to teaching
basic cookery skills (2010) can be seen as an attempt to reintroduce them. Smith
wanted to puncture the myth that good home cookery required tremendous skill or
innate knowledge. Smith’s relaxed yet informative style of presenting recipes for
viewers to learn from on television was immediately influential.
The programmes filmed by Smith were broadcast as part of the BBC’s further
education programme, and were an instant success2. Owens has since commented
on Smith’s unique - for the period - style:
People say Delia is the Volvo3 of cooking…But she was making food the
star. She was talking to you, not as a teacher but as a friend. That was the

2

Due to a comparative lack of rival programmes Smith’s original Cookery Course was often the only alternative
to news or sport broadcast on Sunday daytime viewing for many years.
3 Smith was labelled a ‘Volvo’ rather than a sports-car in a satirical attack on her ‘boring’ image by chef Anthony
Worral Thompson. He would later claim he had been misquoted.
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atmosphere she created from day one and that hasn’t changed (Daily
Mail. 2008).
Previously, successful cookery programmes such as The Galloping Gourmet
presented by Graham Kerr, focused on the presenter, making them the centre and
star of the show. Kerr’s approach differed vastly to that chosen by Smith. He filmed
in front of a live audience with whom he acted in a flirtatious and charming manner
and at the end of each programme after he had dished up food, he ‘always picked a
patently thrilled member of the audience to share the meal’ (Flett 2001). The
sexualised subtext of the young women being seduced not only by the charming
Kerr but by his food was hardly subtle. Kerr also asserted his masculinity by acting
as the authoritative voice in his programmes, bestowing his knowledge upon women
fortunate enough to be selected by him. Kerr’s programmes were filmed outside of
his own home, making the division between domestic labour and Kerr’s status as a
‘professional’ chef much clearer.
Smith took the then revolutionary approach of addressing her viewers, and in turn,
her readers, as equals. This equality was emphasised by Smith’s choice of writing as
though she was in the kitchen with you, and from filming her programmes in what
looked like a domestic kitchen. Watching Smith, one never felt that she was
elevating herself to a social position above her readers and viewers, just that she
had information she wanted to share with them. Mistakes were left in the broadcast
programmes - such as the time an avocado mousse stuck to its mould –
emphasising Smith’s home cook, ‘amateur’ status when compared with her
‘professional’ peers such as Kerr. Smith seemed almost gleeful - instead of
embarrassed or ashamed that perhaps her expertise would be called into question at the chance to show viewers how to rectify the mistake, explaining that knowing
how to dip the exterior of a mould into hot water to loosen the contents was
invaluable knowledge for any cook who could find themselves in the same situation.
This segment could easily have been refilmed, but Smith’s confidence in the
domestic sphere - mistakes and all - is clear to see from its inclusion in the
programme (Delia Smith’s Complete Cookery Course: original broadcast Nov 1978Jan 1979).
For most of her television career Smith, although accessible and providing an
intimate means of education, chose not to reveal any of her personal, private life to
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the cameras. It was only for the series accompanying How to Cheat at Cooking
(2008), that Smith broke away from her own convention and allowed herself to be
filmed in a documentary style4 - thus the series included her chatting to her husband
about how he has to correct and edit her writing, and filmed segments of Smith at
her home being put through her paces by a personal trainer. It was only when this
series aired that it was apparent how skilled Smith had been in making her viewers
feel like they knew her intimately in her previous programmes, as when the behind
the scenes filmed segments aired, Smith presented a different persona, more
relaxed and humorous, than the one so familiar to viewers for over twenty-five years.
The overall effect was disconcerting; many of Smith’s ‘faithful followers’ it seemed
preferred Smith as the knowledgable teacher. This could possibly be because of the
divide between the woman they thought they ‘knew’ and respected through her
books and programmes and the more relaxed woman portrayed in the newer
programme. Smith’s attempts to mimic the ‘at home’ style of television programmes
by her peers such as Oliver and Lawson was not received as

authentic, Sam

Wollaston writing in the Guardian wrote ‘[t]here’s a little bit of embarrassing banter
with husband Michael, and more embarrassing banter with some of the Norwich
football players in the dressing room at Carrow Road’ (11/03/2008) suggesting that
Smith did not come across as completely comfortable presenting a programme in a
different format from her usual authoritative style. Previously in February 2005 when
film surfaced of a wobbling Smith on her beloved Norwich City football pitch at halftime boisterously exhorting the crowd to get behind and support her team it had
much the same effect - Smith’s ‘faithful followers’ it seems only wish to follow the
version of Smith she had constructed for them in her books and previous
programmes. As the Daily Mail reported:
This being the 21st century, the mutterings turned into online complaints,
debates and then rants.
"Frozen potatoes! Has Delia gone mad?" asked one man, while a onetime Delia fan reacted in melodramatic disbelief: "I sat open-mouthed as I
watched frozen mash being produced. I squirmed at the mention of tinned
mince, cried at the pre-chopped carrots and swede!” (Daily Mail 2008: b)
4

Possibly in a bid to match her peers’ programmes, all of which provide a more ‘intimate’ (or seemingly so)
look at their personalities and cookery habits. See Chapters 4-7.
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Smith’s public persona is extremely powerful in Britain. It was through her specialist
books Delia’s Summer Collection (1993) and Delia’s Winter Collection (1995) that
what was to become known as “the Delia Effect” became apparent. This ‘effect’ was
first seen when Smith had featured the specialist ingredient of liquid glucose for a
chocolate torte in Delia’s Christmas (1990). Retailers were caught unawares by the
sudden demand for the product, and supplies on supermarket shelves quickly
became limited and sold out leaving the ingredient unavailable. When her book for
summer cookery (1993) was published, limes, coriander and lemongrass were the
key ingredients to benefit from Smith’s recommendations and sold out in a similar
manner. In Delia’s Winter Collection (2004) Smith can be seen to acknowledge the
fact that her recommendation drew attention to hitherto little-used ingredients: ‘If I
was teased about limes in the Summer Collection I’m probably in for the same here
as I really feel we don’t pay enough attention to cranberries’ (Smith 1993: 234).
Subsequently cranberries became a staple in many shopping baskets, mainly as the
result of being featured in a text written by Smith. But this effect was not confined to
unusual or arcane ingredients - after the publication of How to Cook Book 1 (1998)
sales of eggs in Britain rose by over 10% and an omelette pan used and
recommended by Smith resulted in sales that saved the firm that produced it from
bankruptcy. BBC News commented:
Food producers pray that their products will get a mention on her show.
When the first programme in her How to Cook show featured different
ways of using eggs it resulted in 54 million more eggs than average being
sold. There was a similar rush on cranberries after one of her shows
featured the fruit in a recipe - triggering a national shortage. The ‘Delia
Effect’ has also worked for lemon zesters, liquid glucose, lump-free flour
and omelette pans. (BBC News 6/12/1999)

The phrase ‘the Delia effect’ is now in the Collins English Dictionary, where it was
first introduced into the 2001 edition as:
The Delia Effect: (Noun): The way in which food products sell out more
quickly than usual when they are used on T.V. food programmes. This
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effect is named after Delia Smith, a well- known T.V. cook in Britain
(2012).
Key to Smith’s recommendations is that they are based on what she perceives as
their merit. Smith did not receive any income for her recommendations, and until she
retired from television she refused to advertise any products during her working
public career5. This refusal to receive income from any of her recommendations
maintains Smith’s presence within the domestic sphere. She does not adopt the
persona of a ‘professional’ chef endorsing products for a large salary, but maintains
her integrity by making these suggestions - one domestic cook to another - prizing
the passing on of knowledge over pecuniary demands.
Smith uses the domestic as her primary arena of literary production. From it she
maintains as little distance as possible from her readers and viewers, and this lack of
distance encourages the trust Smith feels is necessary to teach to her full capacity.
In order to teach comprehensively, Smith has created an edited and polished literary
persona, one which is on an equal status to her readers yet provides them with
extensive instructions in order for them to succeed. It is possible to see several
junctures where Smith has consciously rejected a wider, more public and financially
rewarding forum for her work – particularly in her refusal to be paid for
recommending products that, because of her endorsements, will become best
sellers. Her success as a writer attests to how successful these choices have been
in encouraging her readers to trust and learn from her.
3.3:

Legacy

Food writing, when executed well provides a means by which food practices can be
maintained and passed on to future generation. As such, each author’s work creates
a legacy as readers adopt the author’s suggestions and incorporate them into their
daily lives. But they also build on and perpetuate an existing legacy as each author is
writing from and to their Britain, thus there is an expectation that they will maintain
and educate their readers as to the heritage of food practices and traditional foods
associated with their country. The word ‘traditional’ is often used in food writing, and
therefore needs definition and explanation of its use within the genre. Alan Warde
5

Smith did obtain a contract to advertise Waitrose, but this was after she had declared her retirement from
television cooking.
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suggests that there are ‘four distinct senses of the word “tradition”’ (1997: 64). The
first: ‘suggests that an item is a well-established customary item belonging to the
national cuisine which will be therefore be familiar to all readers’ (1997: 64). Roast
chicken is an excellent example of this familiarity with a recipe – indeed it is one of
the reasons it was selected to preface each author’s chapters - as whatever each
reader’s personal tastes and preferences, each will be familiar with this meal without
the need for lengthy explanations.
There are three uses of the word ‘traditional’ in Smith’s recipe for roast chicken,
emphasising Smith’s concern that her style of cookery be linked to a historical
heritage of British cookery. The use of the word ‘tradition’ also implies that Smith is
making food ‘authentically’; in a manner - it is implied - that has been handed down
and practiced for generations. However, tradition is a loaded term; it suggests that
loyalty to these practices has value. This would partly explain why the media in
Britain reacted so negatively to the publication of her How to Cheat at Cooking in
2008, reactions that will be examined more closely later in this chapter. Smith is
usually associated with cookery that represents the integrity and honest values
associated with the notion of ‘traditional’ cookery. This impression is garnered from
Smith herself, who supports the importance of this heritage constantly in her writing
and in her television programmes, in what can be understood as an attempt to assert
and maintain a strong British cultural identity in both her cookery and the cooking
practice of her readers.
According to Warde, in addition to the notion of familiarity associated with the term
‘tradition’ is the idea of ‘longevity, obtained by describing a dish as old fashioned but
still valuable’ (Warde 1997: 64). Smith can be seen to hold with the belief that food
practices which are old-fashioned, even in danger of being forgotten, are still
valuable for her readers:
Young Cooks of Britain, I have a question to ask you. Are you aware of
our unmatched reputation - dating back to the 17th Century - for making
and serving a multitude of baked, boiled and steamed puddings? Our
history of pudding-making is a joyous tradition of marrying and blending
simple ingredients into a unique miscellany of tastes, textures and
sweetness (2001: 171).
Here Smith makes it clear, that although her younger readers may not be aware of
the historical range and significance of British puddings, this does not mean they
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should be forgotten or taken to be worthless. In much the same manner as Smith
privileges historical writing and recipes from the female domestic history of Britain,
so too she finds value in many eating and cooking practices that may be overlooked
in the rush towards modernity. Parkins states that some of the popularity of authors
like Smith who urge a revival of the domestic skills can be seen as ‘a reaction to the
speed and dislocation of postmodernity, part of an attempt to live differently…to find
meaning and identity in the practices of everyday life’ (2004: 436). Certainly, for all
her knowledge about short-cuts and time-saving methods, Smith recognises the
importance of a cookery legacy, particularly one in the feminine tradition, and
encourages her readers to maintain recipes and practices that are in danger of being
forgotten.
The third notion Ward identifies with a food tradition is ‘the continuous development
of a practice’ which includes ‘embellishment or adaptation and creativity’ that may be
understood as a ‘valid improvisation on tradition’ (1997: 64). Smith’s emphasis on
‘cheat’ ingredients aligns with this idea by using ‘cheat’ ingredients that reduce the
labour involved ‘historically’ and the familiarity of her readers the tastes and foods
that have been eaten for generations.
When Smith published her tenth cookbook, How to Cheat at Cooking (2008), the
book was an immediate success - in pre-sales alone it topped the best-seller list in
Britain. But the reaction from her fellow food-writers and other critics was swift,
vociferous and indignant. Gordon Ramsay claimed that he subsequently had given
all his Delia Smith cookery books to charity, saying:
She removed all that intimidation out of food, gave the nation an amazing
amount of joy for years, and you know it’s a real insult now. So more than
anything I am frustrated that we have to teach the nation to cook from a
tin, tinned mince! Tinned mince! So I’m insulted and I share that view with
a lot of top chefs in this country that we are fed up with that level of
laziness (Daily Mail: 2008).
It would appear that Ramsay’s fury emanates from disappointment with Smith, and
carries the assumption that others will feel the same sense of disappointment he
does. This suggests that, for many, Smith and her work are strongly associated with
traditional values and expectations concerning food. It is interesting to note however
that the majority of Smith’s readers and viewers embraced the premise of her How to
Cheat at Cooking project. The bulk of the criticism it attracted was from the British
81

media and other well-known food writers and chefs. Even in the face of overwhelming negative media criticism Smith remained unmoved, stating ‘this book is not
about how to cook, it’s how to cook when you are in a hurry’, (Daily Mail 2008 a) and
claiming that whilst her detractors had almost willfully got the premise of her latest
project wrong6, most of her ‘faithful’ readers had understood what she was trying to
do.
Ramsay’s evident disappointment illustrated the position of trust Smith has occupied
for much of her career and demonstrates the degree to which Smith is relied upon as
an honest voice from the domestic kitchen. Smith is seen by her readers as
someone who will provide them with instructions with an integrity that they can trust
and obey in their own homes. Ramsay’s point was rendered less valuable when he
urged Smith to go back to her ‘day-job’ running the Premier Division football team
Norwich City - possibly the first time a misogynist statement has publically directed a
woman out of the kitchen and back to the boardroom. Ramsay was not alone in his
sentiments; reviews expressed disbelief at Smith’s latest project, Rachel Cooke for
example, asked, ‘How could Delia have failed so spectacularly to judge the times?’
(Daily Mail 2008:a) Indignation was another feeling that dominated the critical
response, as expressed by Raymond Blanc: ‘suddenly the great lady who helped us
all to connect with our food has published a book which undermines her credibility’
(2008). The nutritionist Jane Clarke was quoted as saying, although she had
previously been a fan of Smith’s work that ‘[a]s far as I'm concerned, Delia has sold
out’. (Daily Mail 2008: b). What had provoked such extreme resistance?

Quite

simply, this book advocated – in fact insisted upon and recommended - the use of
ready-prepared ingredients in order to save time when cooking in a hurry. Why
would this recommendation create such a storm of anger?
In order to address this question it is necessary to think about the basis upon which
Smith has built her credentials as ‘the great lady’ of British food. As discussed in this
chapter, Smith has established her reputation as a cook keen to educate others on
how to cook for themselves in the domestic, private sphere. Smith’s urgings to take
shortcuts using pre-prepared products from supermarkets seemed to openly go
6

Having one’s intentions for one’s book misunderstood was also something that would happen to Nigella
Lawson on the publication of How to be a Domestic Goddess.
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against the previous importance she had placed on learning the ‘correct’ manner in
which to cook for oneself and allowed for the possibility that the tradition of domestic
tasks might be forgotten, replaced by easily available supermarket versions which
negated the need to learn how to make these recipes. This, however, ignores the
emphasis that Smith herself has placed on making the domestic space a place from
which one can easily and comfortably produce ‘good food every single day’ (Smith
1998: 1), whatever the means or methods chosen. Smith’s first published book was
also called How to Cheat at Cooking (1971), so in actuality she can be seen to have
come full circle, albeit with more knowledge and authority. In reality, Smith was not
asking her readers to turn their backs on the culinary education she provided, but
was attempting to help her readers bridge the gap on days when time or energy was
scarce.
Although extreme, the negative critical reaction to How to Cheat at Cooking can be
better understood when the body of Smith’s work which preceded it is examined.
The text does contain a number of ingredients that seem to go directly against
Smith’s own ‘home made is better’ mantra, relied upon so heavily in her past texts.
Even defenders of Smith’s work, such as Jamie Oliver, were forced to concede that
the use of the word ‘cheat’ was ‘provocative’ (quoted in Buchanan 2008: 62). The
text had a heavy reliance on pre-cooked or prepared foods, available from
supermarkets in Britain, and each - with either a naive or refreshing transparency,
depending on one’s perspective - was clearly labelled with its brand-name or the
name of the supermarket that produced it although it had been made clear that
Smith was not being paid for these endorsements, but had judged them on their
various merits. As previously stated Smith asserted that ‘this is not how to cook; it’s
how to cook when you’re busy’ (2008: 161). She clearly stated her motivations, and
the reason why she had produced a text aimed squarely at people who have little or
no knowledge of cookery:
We seem to have arrived at a culinary dead end...Young people are not
taught to cook anymore. Mums and Dads both work, but young families
still need feeding...A look at your T.V. will reveal cooking programmes that
persist in ridiculing and humiliating people who can’t cook (because they
haven’t been taught) all the while perpetuating the myth that cooking skills
belong to the privileged few (quoted in Buchanan 2008: 62).
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Smith is well aware of her reputation, and the focus that has created and sustained
it, to instruct her readers on how to cook and prepare their food for themselves. Her
justification for the book is clear: any time and space that can be employed to cook
good food should be exploited to its full advantage, whether that means cooking a
three course meal for friends, or getting dinner ready in half an hour for families.
Smith defended her book from her detractors in The Telegraph:
It's a way to eat really well and eat interestingly, but without being timeconsuming. It might not be all bells and whistles. But it will be better than
most takeaways - and most restaurants, if I dare say it. There's a lot of
things in my book I would be very happy to have in a restaurant (quoted in
Brown: 2008).
Smith’s major priority for this text it would seem, is to give her readers instruction on
how to make meals quickly and easily, the only difference being that this time she
squarely acknowledges the lack of cookery skills in the nation among her readership
and addresses the problem by aiming this text directly at people who have little or no
knowledge of cooking for themselves. She gives them recipes that can be made
easily by using products that have been partly prepared for them. This in turn will
give these readers the confidence to learn how to cook meals ‘properly’ by acquiring
basic cookery skills. As Smith herself stated:
Cooking can be two-tier now. You do the real thing when you have the
time. I still say there's nothing nicer in my life than to go into the kitchen,
switch on Radio 4, and spend the day cooking. I still love that. But there's
this whole other life, which is, ‘Where is the next meal coming from?’ So I
really do feel that this is revolutionary (quoted in Brown: 2008).
Throughout her career what can be seen as ‘revolutionary’ is Smith’s insistence on
teaching her readers what she feels will enhance the pleasure they take in both
cooking and eating their meals. This pleasurable aspect of food is a theme that
would later be echoed and given more resonance and importance by Nigella
Lawson. Smith’s instinct for what her readers needed was borne out once more
when, despite the extensive negative press for How to Cheat At Cooking played out
and aired throughout Britain in a variety of media, the infamous ‘Delia-effect’ was
again witnessed with sales of tinned mince and frozen mashed potatoes increasing
immediately after the publication of the book. This success in the face of such
negative press was summed up by Oliver who said of How to Cheat At Cooking: ‘It’s
what 95% of the public want to do....The thing with Delia is, she means it, she cares,
so I think her recipes will be good, simple and bloody tasty’ (quoted in Brown 2008).
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Here Oliver acknowledges that Smith’s down-to-earth literary persona inspires the
trust of her readers, of whom there are many. This trust is reflected in the consumer
trends she can inspire by suggesting the use of particular ingredients in her recipes
and having them immediately become more popular, leading to ‘the Delia Effect’ of
increased sales.
In terms of distinguishing her own, personal, cookery legacy from that of her peers it
has become something of a personal tradition for Smith to begin her cookery texts
with chapters and recipes dedicated to eggs. As she states in her Complete Cookery
Course the reasons for this are simple:
In this book it’s the egg, not the chicken - that comes first…Someone who
‘can’t even cook an egg’ is - to the rest of the world - someone who has
either despaired of or totally neglected the art of cooking. ..There is an
assumption here that egg cookery is so basic it needs no practice or
experience - it’s intuitive. I don’t believe that. Cooking can be easy but
only when you know the proper way to do it (1982: 18).
In this passage several of Smith’s distinctive qualities of writing are evident. Her use
of common vernacular: stressing that someone who ‘can’t cook an egg’ is normally
equated with a person who cannot cook at all, makes it clear to the reader that she is
going to communicate with them in a colloquial language they can understand.
Smith also makes it evident that her intention is to not only teach people how to cook
an egg, but how to cook a lot of other things besides eggs. Her choice of ingredient
is easily available to all, and is not something one would usually associate with
professional cookery. As her readers become more confident so do Smith’s recipes
- thus from simple boiled eggs they are introduced to Egg Curry which is given as
much explanation as a Cheese Soufflé. Smith’s address is resolutely not that of a
professional ‘chef’, her chosen language is straightforward and clear, aligning it with
the simplicity of the feminine domestic sphere.
Smith would return to the subject of eggs when writing the first chapter of her relaunched educational programme and books, Delia’s How to Cook (1998-2001). As
it would seem that her original text had already taught readers how to get the best
from its food, Smith explained her decision to revisit this educational aspect of foodwriting thus:
I am happy to report that there is a great deal of interest in the basic
everyday skills of cooking, particularly among the young, whose letters
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comments and general enthusiasm have been very encouraging (1999:
9).
The modern up-take of Smith’s quest to teach a new readership how to cook
benefitted from Smith’s early adoption of the internet as a means of communicating
with her readers. Her emotion at learning that there are still readers who desire her
teaching and instruction acts to feminise her response., Smith had launched
Deliaonline in the year 2000 as a means of providing a database of all her recipes,
plus menu suggestions, help for common enquiries, and as a means of obtaining
feedback from her readers. Today almost every famous food writer has a website
which performs this function, but Smith’s was among the first and certainly remains
one of the easiest to navigate; it is also one of the most visited with over 1.5 million
registered users (Deliaonline 2011). This is another example of Smith’s insight into
utilising the best methods of keeping connected with her readers in order to provide
them with comprehensive instruction, as well as illustrating her astute understanding
of how to market her work to the largest possible readership.
In How To Cook Volume 1 (1998), although the first ingredient Smith focuses on is,
again, eggs there is far more detail and explanation on how to cook them than in her
earlier texts, as well as advice on what methods will be the most successful and why
this is so. Smith has obviously been able to assimilate queries from her readers into
her work, and this research has resulted in far more painstaking explanations than
she had written previously:
What we have to do first and foremost, though, before we even begin
cooking is to try and understand what eggs are and how they work…A
hen’s egg is, quite simply, a work of art, a masterpiece of design and
construction with, it has to be said, brilliant packaging! It is extremely
nutritious, filled with life giving protein, vitamins and minerals (1998: 12).
Here Smith is literally beginning from scratch; explaining how eggs are constructed,
what exactly they are comprised of. Another author, Harold McGee, a favourite of
Heston Blumenthal’s for what he claims inspires his scientific focus on food and
cookery, explains the exacting detail of the dynamics and intricacies of cookery in On
Food and Cooking (1984, reissued 2004). However, where McGee’s text can be
somewhat hard for the average reader to glean information from, Smith
communicates information in a manner designed to achieve clarity and thus easy
understanding for the reader. This is McGee’s take on an egg’s composition and its
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suitability for the sous-vide (vacuum sealed bag in temperature controlled water)
technique of cooking:
The egg is such a good experimental tool in part because it is composed
of the egg white and yolk which each contain proteins which coagulate or
harden at different temperatures. For example, the different proteins in the
albumen of the eggs coagulate at different temperatures from 141.8 to
183.2 degrees Fahrenheit ( 61 to 84 degrees centigrade) just a few
degrees difference in cooking temperature will greatly affect just how
much egg white solidifies (McGee 1984: 85).
The difference in McGee’s writing and Smith’s is that Smith assumes that her
readers have no scientific knowledge of an egg’s composition. McGee’s passage,
whilst painstakingly scientifically accurate, is hardly likely to inspire an unconfident
cook towards poaching an egg in the manner he advises, whereas Smith’s detailed
explanation of why her readers may have had problems with egg cookery in the past
provides knowledge that inspires confidence. McGee’s technical, emotionless
address also acts to masculinise his writing. It is clear that McGee intends his text to
be an aid to professional cooks, those that have access to the new technology,
where Smith’s work is clearly intended for use in the domestic home:
It’s the amount of air inside an egg that the cook needs to be concerned
with…..the construction of an egg includes space for the air to collect at
the wide end, and it’s the amount of air in this space that determines the
age and quality of the egg and how best to cook it. In newly laid eggs the
air pocket is hardly there, but as the days or weeks pass more air gets in
and the air pocket grows; at the same time, the moisture content of the
egg begins to evaporate. All of this affects the composition of the egg, so
if you want to cook it perfectly it is vital to determine how old the egg is
(1998: 12).
This explanation is an excellent example of Smith’s ability to communicate with her
readers. Each question about an egg’s composition is clearly addressed in plain and
easily understood vernacular English but she does not patronise her readers. She
also directly addresses her reader from her position as a ‘cook’ making it clear that
she will be teaching them practical skills, not expecting them to attain the
professional status of chef-dom. Smith goes further still with her explanations and
clarifies in detail for her readers and viewers exactly why the age of the egg to be
used is important:
If we get back to the presence of air….inside the shell is an inner
membrane, a sort of safety net that would have protected the chick had
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the egg been fertilised. When the egg is fresh, this is like a taut stretched
skin; then, as more air penetrates the eggs this skin slackens. This
explains why, if you hard-boil a really fresh egg peeling off the shell and
skin is absolute torture. But, if the egg is a few days’ or even a week old
the egg will peel like a dream (Smith 1998: 13).
This again illustrates how Smith explains complicated concepts and translates them
into layman’s terms so her readers and viewers can more readily understand the
point she is making. When comparing both authors’ methods of explaining eggs it is
clear that Smith is writing from the kitchen, describing the information she feels will
be most useful. McGee is writing from a scientific perspective, so he describes eggs
in terms of their science, and then gives examples of how best to utilise them in a
professional context (as one assumes the average kitchen does not have a sousvide beside the microwave). Smith’s writing is intimate, she is addressing her reader
directly, one cook to another, feminising her writing. Here are clear examples of
writing from the domestic sphere by Smith the female cook, and to the domestic
sphere by McGee the male chef.
Smith can be seen to be keen to urge her readers towards a kind of thoughtful
practice as elucidated by Supski and Heldke;
… where learning to read recipes, cooking and the interrelationship
between the recipe and the cook ‘merges the theoretical and the
practical’. In this sense Heldke contends that food making can be
regarded as ‘thoughtful practice’ because it is the place where practice
and theory converge (2013: 35).
In the writing of egg cookery Smith gives enough theoretical information to create a
greater understanding of the cooking process in practical terms, but not so much as
to prevent the re-creation of any of her recipes. Smith’s continued popularity owes
much to the reliability of her instruction to her readers and because of the resultant
success of her recipes in their own kitchens she remains a trusted figure in foodwriting. Her desire to demystify in plain language even the most simple of ingredients
to explain how cooking techniques work exemplifies her down-to-earth approach.
Smith was astute enough before she gave any recipes for eggs to examine the topic
of salmonella, so trumpeted as a food fear just before the publishing of this book and
the launch of its accompanying television programme:
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…What we all need to do is consider this very seriously and be
individually responsible for making our own decisions. Life, in the end, is
full of risks. The only way I can be absolutely sure that I won’t die in a car
accident (and statistically this a far greater risk than eating eggs) is to
never ride in a car. But I am personally willing to take that risk - as I am
when I eat a soft boiled egg (Smith 1998: 15).
As well as revealing to the reader that Smith has kept abreast of food issues within
Britain and is aware that for some of her readers her focus on eggs may be
problematic, this passage also reveals Smith’s impatience with the bureaucracy and
politics that surround food. The fact that she gives her opinion on such a
controversial subject in a book (adding a degree of permanence to it)

also

illustrates that she is aware of the position of trust she is held in by her readers and
of how far-reaching her influence will remain. Far from dictating exactly what her
readers should do, she explains the government position of the suggested manner of
cooking and consuming eggs in order to be ‘safe’, and explains why she, personally,
has chosen to go against this ruling. This not only emphasises Smith’s authorial
position, but also illustrates her skill in allowing her reader to feel they are of an
equal status to her – emphasising her domestic cook-to-cook approach.
The success of Smith’s website led to an even greater degree of contact than
previously with her readers. Smith comments on the effect this feedback has had on
her writing:
The third and final part of How To Cook has something that no other book
I’ve ever written has had. Normally a cookery writer has to act on instinct,
and try to get a feel for where people are and what they want, the kind of
instructions and techniques that they need to know about, and what sort
of recipes they are interested in...Thanks to the amazing technology of the
internet I have been able to ask you - my faithful followers - what you
would like to see covered in the book and series (2001: 9).
More than anything else Smith’s texts can be seen to reflect the Britain that she lives
in and the needs and concerns of British people who have an interest in food. Much
has been made of Smith’s influence over the nation’s eating habits, and indeed if
sales figures are any indication then Smith has a huge influence over her readers
concerning what ingredients they will purchase and what equipment they will choose.
It is also clear that the internet has made Smith’s writings even more pertinent and
available. The reference to her ‘faithful followers’ suggests that the reader to writer
relationship is one of religious fervour and loyalty, however the use of these words
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also acts to illustrate how trusted and accessible Smith’s work is for her readers, and
the position she enjoys as an author as a result. Readers not only utilise her advice
and suggestions, but they now actually act to shape Smith’s concerns and aims for
her work. Yet the core motivation for Smith remains unchanged, as she states:
I am as passionate as ever about wanting to communicate the techniques
of good cooking to all who want to learn, and hopefully share with them
the lifetime of joy and pleasure that learning to cook has given - and still is
- giving me (Smith 2001: 9).
One area of cookery that can be seen to be pivotal to Smith’s success and her
popularity in Britain, as previously discussed, is her comprehensive examination of
cookery for Christmas. Christmas in Britain is a time when traditionally, no matter
what one’s relative skill in the kitchen, food is prepared at home, so whereas this
can be seen as another celebration of the domestic arena of cookery it can also be
seen as an attempt to provide regular annual instructions on how to prepare the
festive meal. Smith’s Christmas food texts act to construct the idea or indeed ideal,
of the ‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1983: 3) of the nation at Christmas and as
such as they reflect what Britain does to celebrate. Smith is very conventional - even
somewhat old fashioned - about the Christmas feast (as seen previously in her
recipe for roast chicken) and she takes pains to reassure her anxious readers of the
seasonal pleasure and sense of achievement they can enjoy by successfully cooking
this most anticipated of meals.
However what Smith consciously does is to link the feast of Christmas not only with
being a Christian, but to being British. She does so explicitly, by linking her recipes
and texts concerning Christmas firstly to a Dickensian notion of Christmas, one that
is familiar to most of her British readers - in the many reproductions of Charles
Dickens’ A Christmas Carol (1843) re-enacted at this time of year in a variety of
media:
Christmas is a thoroughly good thing - something Charles Dickens
instinctively understood when he wrote his famous Christmas Carol. The
main character, Ebenezer Scrooge was a cynic...the story of his
conversion, and how he became an ardent lover of Christmas is a
perceptive and powerful observation on human life. Dickens understood
the innate need we all have to step aside from the daily grind and take
time out for feasting, sharing and having fun (Smith 2009: 10).
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This idea of linking Christmas so strongly with another well-known British literary
tradition works on at least two levels. Firstly, it links Smith’s writings concerning
Christmas to the iconic status of the Dickens novels which have become so
ingrained in the global, but particularly British, Christmas tradition. Secondly by
overtly linking her texts with Dickens’ texts Smith can also be seen to suggest that
her texts, in common with Dickens A Christmas Carol, can be revisited annually, and
enjoyed over and over again during each respective Christmas season. In his study
of Christmas traditions William Sampson asserts that Dickens has become strongly
linked with notions of how to celebrate Christmas because of his emphasis on:
‘Warmth of friendship and charity and their associated feasting and simple sentiment
were his jovial tender texts. Goodwill in fact. And rumbustious peace’ (1987: 56).
The religious significance of Christmas is integral to Smith’s perception of this
festival. Being a devout Catholic she offers descriptions of her faith when she
describes her Christmas routine for her readers:
It used to be a tradition in our house to see to all the Christmas baking to
the backdrop of the live broadcast of the Festival of Nine Lessons and
Carols from King’s College, Cambridge. But now I just take them readycooked from the freezer as and when I need them, and enjoy eating them
warmed up with my feet up and a cup of tea listening to the carols. This is
the moment when Christmas begins for me (Smith 2009: 261).
This passage reinforces for the reader Smith’s own faith and beliefs. It is clear that
for Smith Christmas is a religious festival first and foremost, with all the enjoyment of
the secular festival stemming from first recognising and acknowledging this religious
importance. Smith asserts this personal importance to her readers again when
describing her attendance at Christmas mass, in the body of her time-plan of the last
36 hours leading to the Christmas meal:
In my younger days I use to dash off to Midnight Mass and return home
with a group of friends for spiced cider, sausage rolls and pickled shallots
at 1.30 am. Nowadays I like a good night’s sleep before cooking the
Christmas dinner so I opt for an early night and morning Mass instead
(2009: 261).
Smith’s portrait of her ideal Christmas Day is underpinned with the Christian
importance attached to the religious celebration of the birth of Christ. However, even
these religious rituals are linked with food, food which is revisited annually -
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suggesting that Smith is aware that the traditions of eating and drinking are probably
more ubiquitous amongst her British readers than her religious activities.
These texts also act to negotiate the ‘thoughtful practice’ of the knowledge of what
Christmas food and cooking should be, with practical detailed advice on how to
achieve it. Throughout Britain there will be many cooks using Smith’s template of
detailed instructions to prepare and serve their Christmas meal. Each of them will be
utilising the time plan set out by Smith, trusting in Smith’s reputation as a food writer
to guide them through any potential stresses and strains Each of Smith’s Christmas
texts re-join the best-seller list in Britain on an annual basis, and the programmes
which accompany them are repeated annually, making Smith and her Christmas
cookery a part of the fabric of a British Christmas. Who could better guide the
beginner through this meal than the food writer who has been helping legions of
‘devoted followers’ for nineteen years? Smith is one of a few writers who have, like
Dickens, consolidated her position in the festive period, and her clear instructions
mean that, as long as Christmas dinner remains in its current form, that her work will
provide a long lasting legacy of her instructions and advice during this festive period.
Smith, in common with all five authors chosen for this thesis, contributes to a larger
scale legacy of food practices through her food-writing. These texts act to revive
historically traditional foods, and to instruct readers on newer food practices. Each
author also has their own personal legacy of food practices which they communicate
through their work. Smith’s legacy is rooted firmly in the domestic sphere and can be
seen to engage with traditional occasions and more everyday events when her
readers would seek advice and support; such as their early and continuing education
with food and big annual events such as Christmas. Smith’s clear and approachable
style ensures that her readers will incorporate her suggestions into their own food
practices for many years in the future.
3.4:

Conclusion

Smith is still one of the most influential food authors in Britain. She represents a
significant readership of people who are interested in food, and reflects their needs
and concerns with clear and detailed recipes and explanation. No thesis examining
British food-writing would be credible if it did not examine Smith’s work and the effect
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she has had on her fellow authors. For every concern that is featured as prominent
in the works of high profile authors in this genre Smith has to some extent covered
similar ground at a much earlier date. Her influence is indeed extensive, and she
represents an idea of Britain as a nation through her writing, by celebrating Britain’s
season, traditions, and locally sourced produce in each of her texts. She identifies
herself as a ‘cook’ and hence links her work to the feminine domestic sphere. She
writes directly from this sphere to her readers, further feminising her style of writing.
She was the first television cook to have a direct and wide-spread impact on
people’s eating habits in Britain, and the ‘Delia-effect’ bears out that she is still
capable of influencing consumers’ behaviour in Britain today. Without Smith, other
television cooks would have had no blue-print to alter, and their own texts would not
have been so massively popular.
Jamie Oliver was probably the first celebrity food writer after Smith to have such an
impact on British cookery. In part this was because his approach was so different to
Smith’s and when he first came to prominence his style was seen as refreshing and
liberated. Oliver can also be seen to address the men in the kitchen, something that
can be lost in Smith’s authorial address which would seem to be directed primarily
toward other women in the domestic sphere. However, at the heart of both authors’
work is the same desire to teach their readers how to cook, and to passion their
enthusiasm for cooking
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Chapter Four: Jamie Oliver

‘The thing is the more I learn about the history of food, the more I realise that one
thing we should agree on with our ancestors is that good food is important: that it has
always been essential. Festivals are identified by it, families are pulled together by it,
it represents good times or bad times.’ Jamie Oliver (Cook with Jamie 2006: 8).
Jamie Oliver’s Perfect Roast Chicken
Having learnt the things I have learnt about chickens over the last few years,
of course I am going to suggest that you buy free range or organic. But if
you’re a little tight for cash, the RSPCA Freedom Food chickens are very
good and available in most supermarkets.
1 x approximately 1.6kg chicken, preferably free range, organic, or higher
welfare.
2 medium onions.
2 carrots.
2 sticks of celery.
1 bulb of garlic.
Olive oil.
Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper.
1 lemon.
A small bunch of fresh thyme, rosemary, bay or sage, or a mixture.
To prepare your chicken:
Take your chicken out of the fridge 30 minutes before it goes into the oven.
Preheat your oven to 240 degrees Centigrade/475 degrees Fahrenheit/Gas 9.
There’s no need to peel the vegetables – just give them a wash and roughly
chop them. Break the garlic bulb into cloves leaving them unpeeled. Pile all
the veg and garlic into the middle of a large roasting tray and drizzle with olive
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oil. Drizzle the chicken with olive oil and season well with salt and pepper,
rubbing it all over the bird. Carefully prick the lemon all over, using the tip of a
sharp knife (if you have a microwave you could pop the lemon in these for 40
seconds at this point a it will really bring out the flavour). Put the lemon inside
the bird’s cavity with a bunch of herbs.
To cook your chicken:
Place the chicken on top of the vegetables in the roasting tray and place it into
the preheated oven. Turn the heat down immediately to 200 degrees
Centigrade/400 degrees Fahrenheit/Gas 6 and cook the chicken for 1 hour
and 20 minutes. If you’re doing roast potatoes and vegies, this is the time to
crack on with them – get them into the oven for the last hour of cooking. Baste
the chicken half way through cooking, and if the veg look dry, add a splash of
water to the tray to stop them burning. When cooked take the tray out of the
oven and transfer the chicken to a board to rest for 15 minutes or so while you
make your gravy and bread sauce (Oliver 2008: 198).

Jamie Oliver’s recipe for roast chicken reveals many of his key aims and concerns.
He urges the reader to buy an ethically reared bird, but, aware that this could come
at a prohibitive price for many in Britain, is quick to suggest a more reasonably
priced alternative, perhaps in an attempt to keep his mainstream popularity and
appeal. The direct address emphasises the fact that Oliver would like to be seen as
your friend as well as instructor. The flexibility of chosen ingredients makes it clear
that the reader gets to choose, so it is truly ‘their’ meal. He assumes no prior
knowledge of cookery and makes his instructions direct and simple. Unlike Smith he
does not explain the reasons for his instructions. He has reduced the amount of
instruction to the simplest of essentials, and in doing so has created a recipe that
anyone, no matter what their level of cooking prowess, would be able to follow with
confidence. The recipe illustrates Oliver’s popularist approach, as it would provide
anyone, from experienced cooks to complete amateurs, with a method for improving
the quality of their meal. Joanne Hollows argues that this relaxed style is deliberate,
and illustrates Oliver’s masculine style of writing, as ‘the use of (such) masculine
and everyday language… distinguishes Jamie’s culinary style from the more
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cautious and precise tone of female cookery writers such as Delia Smith’ (Hollows
2003: 229). Oliver’s recipe acts as a blueprint - a base recipe - for roasted chicken
which can then be transformed by the reader’s own tastes and preferences as they
gain confidence in cookery.
Oliver’s style of recipe writing- an almost breezily casual style - is in contrast to that
of Smith’s. Whereas he communicates his concern for the quality and ethical values
of the ingredients used for the recipe, he seems far less concerned about precision
or exacting instructions. Unlike Smith’s recipes, quantities are not given in precise
amounts, for example the instruction ‘Drizzle the chicken with olive oil and season
well with salt and pepper’ (Oliver 2008: 198) does not give an exact amount of oil
with which to drizzle over the bird. Seasoning, as well, is left to the reader’s personal
taste. Oliver gives his reader much more leeway as regards their meal than Smith is
willing to concede. This is evident again in his suggestions for herbs to flavour the
chicken - ‘A small bunch of thyme, rosemary, bay or sage, or a mixture’(Oliver 2008:
198) deftly puts the onus for the chosen flavouring with the reader. It will be up to
them to experiment to see which herb they enjoy the flavour of. The written text
reflects Oliver’s natural manner of speaking and engaging; it is clear that the primary
goal of this recipe is not to rigidly tell his readers what to do to make a decent
roasted chicken, but to inspire their confidence and get them to be active and
engage in their own kitchens and their own meals. He is not concerned with precise
techniques. Rather he attempts to remove the fear of cooking something improperly
and encourages his readers to take ownership of their meals and their domestic
arena.

4.1: Gender
Jamie Oliver is one of Britain’s most successful celebrity chefs, with television
appearances and restaurants from Amsterdam (the restaurant Fifteen opened in
2004) to America (Jamie’s Food Revolution 2010-2011). Oliver’s career as both a
writer and a performer has several clearly defined features: first is his adherence to a
strong work ethic, one firmly associated with his family and heavily influenced by the
role of the father-figure within that family dynamic. Oliver’s attitude towards work is a
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positive - almost puritanical – one; he feels it acts to improve and transform people.
Secondly, another notable aspect of Oliver’s literary output is that it is directed at the
traditionally feminine sphere of domestic cookery but is firmly masculine, a
masculinity which is constantly reasserted within both his television performances
and his literary output. Thirdly Oliver’s writing and performing could be seen to exist
in two separate parallel spheres - the first being projects related to cooking as a
leisure pursuit, the second being public projects that have philanthropic or political
aims. For both types of projects Oliver does not confine himself to the domestic
sphere and more often reports back to the domestic as opposed to writing from it like
Smith. Certainly his style of writing recipes separates him, through his use of tone
and language, from his female peers. Oliver also self-identifies with the masculine
title of ‘chef’. His first three books were published under the moniker The Naked Chef
and Oliver has always been clear about his professional training and status.
Oliver began his career in cookery shortly after leaving school, and at this early
stage had no ambitions to be a writer. His initial training was for the career of a
professional chef, but his interest in food had been awakened much earlier in his life.
Oliver has written several times of the beginnings of his interest in food, recreating
for his readers the first stirrings of what would become an obsession. The first
example of his passion for food appeared in his first book The Naked Chef:
My interest in cooking began after I said to my dad one day, ‘All of my
friends are getting pocket money - can I have some please?’ He smiled.
‘No’ he said, ‘but you can get up in the morning and earn some if you
want’ (Oliver 1999: 3).
Oliver is keen to remove his interest in cookery – and hence his literary work - from
association with the domestic sphere of feminine activity as popularised by Delia
Smith. His masculinity is associated with a work ethic incubated in childhood, his
father being his role model.
Alex Winchell comments that,
[h]is father’s work ethic was such that on summer vacations he would aim
the garden hose through Jamie’s bedroom window soaking his bed to get
him out of it at 6.30am. ‘People die in bed’ he liked to say (Winchell 2009).
This work ethic and an associated hyper-masculine confidence are evident in every
aspect of Oliver’s approach to cooking and eating. Relatively arduous and
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professionally skilled practices – at least for novice cooks - such as making pasta by
hand are described by Oliver to his readers as ‘very quick and simple’ (Oliver 1999:
7). This is a description that (his friend) the food writer Donna Hay, known for her
practical approach to cookery, dismisses with the statement, ‘When I see Jamie on
TV going, “this is so easy” as he’s wheeling out his pasta sheets, I go “come on
Jimbo, that’s crap”’ (quoted in Hume 2008: 27).
Oliver’s early up-bringing can be seen to have given him an advantage in his chosen
career: he clearly articulates for the reader that he was so primed to hard work by
the expectations of his father that he accepted the long hours and hard graft of
working in professional kitchens and perceived them as part and parcel of what he
wanted to do. They provided him with a set of skills that would enable him to
succeed. Whilst the support of Oliver’s mother is always noted, it is evident that she
does not occupy the same influence and authority over her son’s work ethic.
Oliver makes it crystal clear where his motivation for cookery as a career began: not
in the domestic sphere watching his mother, but in the realms of the professional
kitchen run by his father. Joanne Hollows suggests that ‘research exists that when
men cook it can be understood as leisure rather than labour’ (Hollows 2003: 229). To
some extent Oliver deviates from this assumption: he may well present cooking as a
fun activity to be enjoyed in one’s leisure time but he is always frank about the work
he associates with the task. Yet within his books it is clear that when he directs other
men towards cooking it is in this leisure capacity.
Oliver seems so set on defining himself as male that his constant assertion of his
masculinity when writing about food can be seen as unnecessary and overemphasised. Pat Caplan writing on the relationship between food and gender in
Western societies such as Britain, argues that this gendered cultural understanding
of food and the associated roles for men and women is one that is learnt, not natural.
This would reinforce many of the arguments regarding gender discussed in Chapter
One (Wallace 1991, Glover and Caplan 2000, Butler 1990). He writes:
...the question of gender and food is a complex one. In the West gender is
in part a status ascribed by biology but it is also achieved through
‘performance’ (Butler 1990). This would include not only practices of food
and eating, but the preparation of meals (Caplan 1997: 5).
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Butler’s theories of gender performance also chime with Smith’s recognition that
female skills in the kitchen are not instinctual but need to be taught and learned.
Food practices are gendered because much of life is gendered – the result of this
learnt behaviour, rather than through any natural differences between men and
women.
When Oliver relates how his part-time pocket money earner soon became a real
passion, he asserts the masculine aspects of his participation in domestic activity:
‘When I was about seven or eight they let me peel the potatoes and pod peas, that
kind of thing. By the time I was 11, I wasn’t half bad at veg prep and I could chop like
a demon’ (Oliver 1999: 4). Here he describes himself as having an active, hands-on
participation in what is quite a hazardous kitchen activity. Of all the skills in the
kitchen that separate the professional chef from the domestic cook, acquiring knife
skills demonstrates a particularly masculine quality. Prowess with a knife is not
normally associated with representations of femininity. Indeed Nigella Lawson,
Oliver’s contemporary, constantly refers to her ‘clumsy’ knife skills. To the casual
observer this differentiates her from the professional ‘male’ realm of chef and asserts
her status as a feminine ‘cook’. Oliver goes on to describe how he was eventually
‘promoted’ to the kitchens and food preparation after a brief spell as a dish-washer
for his father by stating:
I thought this was perhaps not macho enough for a cool and sophisticated
eight-year old - I decided that most of the hard-core action was in the
kitchen with the real men... Here my education began. And not only in the
culinary department because I also learnt some very choice language
(Oliver 1999: 4).
This passage illustrates how Oliver takes great pains to reinforce the masculinity of
his chosen profession. He is not experimenting, or teaching himself in the domestic
sphere but rather obtaining early training for his chosen career as a professional
‘chef’. The kitchen is where not just the men, but the ‘real’ men are. Oliver claims he
felt indifference to the boys at his school who mocked him, stating: ‘A lot of the boys
at school thought that cooking was a girlie thing. I didn’t really care, especially as I
could buy the coolest trainers with what I’d earned from working at the weekend’
(Jamieonline 2002). However, the fact that Oliver needs to state that he is, in fact,
better off than his peers because of his culinary activity suggests he is somewhat
defensive of it. This defence can be seen as an attempt to circumvent any criticism
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of his chosen trade as effeminate, but it also acts to reinforce his belief in the value
of that work in and for itself. Oliver concentrates on the rewards of his hard work; by
giving up his leisure time he can buy accoutrements which act as visible signs of
affluence. Work in the kitchen is, for Oliver - and therefore by association, his
readers, attached to masculinity, glamour and a certain fashionable credibility.
Oliver is keen to depict the glamour of professional kitchen life, transforming what is
not usually perceived as a particularly exciting activity, especially in relation to the
domestic kitchen. Oliver describes the kitchen as: ‘such a cool place, everyone
working together to make this lovely stuff and having a laugh doing it’
(Jamieoliver.com 2002). The use of the word ‘cool’ makes the kitchen seem like a
youthful, exciting and dynamic space, one that is pleasant and fun to work in. One of
the key effects of Oliver’s meteoric rise to fame is that his perception of cooking as
exciting and fun has in turn transformed working with food into an aspirational career
on which to embark. It could be said that some of Oliver’s fans took away this notion
of a glamorous career, and the beneficial effect it had on character, whilst ignoring –
or simply discounting - his emphasis on the demands of the work entailed. Nigel
Slater acknowledges Oliver’s effect:
If the young are queuing up to go to catering college and twenty-firstcentury man is as happy at the chopping board as in the potting shed, it is
to Jamie Oliver we should bow…it is actually Jamie who has made them
feel that picking up a wooden spoon is a perfectly normal thing to do
(Slater 2012: 184).
It is clear that the dominant response to Oliver’s writing for Slater is its effect on men,
and of the influence Oliver has had on this previously perceived ‘feminine’ activity,
which has allowed other men to openly enjoy cooking.
Oliver’s personal experience of the preparation of meals is heavily influenced by the
masculine environment of his father’s professional kitchen. The subsequent
performance of gender that he adopts and recreates in his own cookery style cannot
help but be masculine as he imitates the practices and food cultures of a masculine
working kitchen. Hollows states that Oliver’s public image ‘fits neatly with the image
of the new lad as middle class “but in love with working class masculinity”’ (Hollows
2003: 233). This is an excellent description of Oliver’s incorporation of his father’s
working class aspirational values (leading to owning and running a successful small
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business) into his depiction of his more affluent professional lifestyle. Oliver’s accent
remains resolutely working class ‘cockney’, whereas his wife Jools ( Juliet) - who met
him at school - has an English accent more commonly associated with a middle
class upbringing, which would suggest that his style of speaking a means of
illustrating his working class values. However Oliver seems unaware that this
constant reassertion of his masculinity is tiresome and might work to produce
resistance in the reader - especially if they are female - thereby obscuring the
message he is trying to convey - that anyone of any gender or age will be able to
cook by following his instructions.
One of the other means by which Oliver asserts his masculinity is in his literary
representation of his wife - Jools (Juliet) Oliver. One notable example is the
photograph of Jools which appears as the cover page in The Return of the Naked
Chef. Here Jools is pictured wearing a bright pink tee-shirt on which is emblazoned
the words, across her chest, ‘Tuck In’. Adding to the sexualised message of this
photograph is the fact that of her face only Jools’ smile is visible, which serves to
further emphasise her body. In the opening passage of this book Oliver states:
If you’re after some brownie points and you’re a bloke I would highly
suggest breakfast in bed for the missus to give you a lucky day and if
you’re like my missus, sorry the lovely Jools, you should attempt a little bit
of brekkie for your fella before asking him for a bit of cash for that dress
you’ve seen in Top Shop. But seriously before Women’s Lib get on the
phone… (Oliver 2000: 2).
This passage illustrates Oliver’s old-fashioned, some would say sexist, perspective
on both his and his partner’s role in their relationship. He is the provider, in contrast
to Smith’s ‘nurturer’, and is giving his partner the money to buy clothes that will
presumably make her look attractive to him thereby ensuring that she is a visible
symbol of his success. This suggests that Oliver perceives masculine gender roles
in Britain as more financially demanding and rewarding, than those performed by
women. The slightly humorous tone adopted by Oliver in this passage could be seen
as an attempt to alleviate any offence that could be taken at his old fashioned
values, as does his clumsy interjection to deflect accusations of sexism with the
suggestion that he has been joking by using the word ‘seriously’ before saying he
doesn’t want to incite the ire of ‘Women’s Lib’. Suzanne Franks describes this
clumsy attempt at humour as the means by which Oliver again asserts his
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masculinity, as through Oliver’s refusal of ‘seriousness’ regarding equality he is also
refusing ‘various modes of femininity’ (quoted in Hollows 2003: 234). In reality these
outmoded statements regarding how women should act and behave are anything but
funny, being sexist and misogynistic.
However Oliver is one of the most influential and popular food writers in Britain, so to
dismiss his views as out of step with what the majority of Britons believe regarding
gender roles and expectations would be foolish. As discussed in Chapters One and
Two, British culture does seem to reinforce and reproduce conventional and
traditional expectations regarding food practices. Obviously a vast majority of
Oliver’s readers do not find Oliver’s depiction of gender role in his own home and
among his own family and friends as misogynistic or Oliver would not enjoy the
popularity he does.
Another example of Oliver using his wife as a foil to assert his masculinity can be
found in his third book Happy Days with the Naked Chef (2001). In the selected
passage Oliver attempts to reinforce his claim that he can provide help for anyone to
cook, no matter what their level of prowess in the kitchen, by using the example of
his - much less capable - wife. After first listing the people responsible for helping
him on his wedding day to create a feast - ‘my dad, Gennaro my Italian dad, my
best man Bender the Aussie and my chef mates from Montes’(Oliver 2001: 8) (again
an all-male team of capable cooks and chefs, he goes on to claim:
Jools and my mum still act as a fantastic grounding for my cooking. After
nine years of Jools hating everything about cooking I realised recently that
I was being too honest about her attempts - no matter how I put it, she
considered it a bit of a knockback, so I lied and said ‘It’s fantastic babe!’ to
whatever she cooked for me…. I do find Jools’ opinions massively helpful
in writing a book which must be accessible to everyone as if she can do it
so can you (Oliver 2001: 9).
Here Oliver again reinforces his masculinity through a superiority that however well
intended is painfully patronising. He uses the example of both his wife and his
mother as proto-types for the kind of people that need his help and guidance. He lies
to Jools, presumably because of the awfulness of her efforts in comparison to his
own prowess, to help her gain confidence in an activity which he appears to find
effortless. Jools as an untrained domestic cook does not have the skills or
knowledge possessed by Oliver in the kitchen; therefore she has to learn from him.
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However it could be argued that his wife, in common with many women living in
Britain, does not possess these skills as she is juggling various demands of life in the
21st century - family, work, social life. Perhaps taking care of her and her famous
husband’s four children whilst he works away from the family home during the week
has left her little time to acquire the skills needed to cook? However this could also
be seen as a means for Oliver to communicate his position on the state of the
nation’s cookery knowledge generally, and his opinion that modern life has, to a
degree, removed many from knowledge of how to cook for themselves at home.
Another example of his elevated authorial position is apparent in his realisation that
any resistant readers may well have associated him with a level of skill greater than
theirs, which would prevent them from attempting his recipes. Oliver uses the parallel
of himself - the gifted chef, and his wife - the novice, to illustrate the fact that he can
teach others to cook. By reinforcing the fact that his wife did not enjoy cooking, he
attempts to reassure his readers that he still has the means to understand their
concerns. However this blatant use of his wife as a rather inept foil to his excellent
teaching skills can have the effect, again, of coming across as patronising.
Although, again, his popularity would suggest that much of his target audience do
not find it so.
After reassuring his wife and boosting her confidence, presumably by lying to her,
Oliver features another photograph of a beaming Jools proudly holding a tray
containing roast beef. Oliver reports that now, due to his efforts to convince Jools
that she can cook:
What I’ve really enjoyed recently is cooking together - before she used to
heckle me from the stairs which used to really wind me up. Now we’re a
really good team in the kitchen and it means we get things done quicker
(Oliver 2001: 9).
All of these assertions act, ultimately to illustrate the evident tension that Oliver feels,
as he juggles traditional values and discourse, on the place of the masculine in the
domestic sphere,e and his attempts to neutralise and equalise these positions in his
writing, in order to stress - sometimes rather clumsily - that cookery is an acceptable
and enjoyable activity for both sexes. Hollows notes that these attempts are not
always successful, stating that ‘in order to embrace the domestic cook, Oliver also
has to negotiate its associations with femininity’ (Hollows 2003: 230). Oliver’s clumsy
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depictions of how he has taught and helped his wife with her cooking can be seen as
an effort to negotiate the feminine aspect of domestic cookery, but it is clear even in
these passages that he is a trained professional aiding an untrained amateur to
improve their skills.
Another figure who features regularly in Oliver’s books and indicates his perception
of gender roles is his best friend Andy ‘the gasman’. Andy is depicted as a man with
no skills or talent in the kitchen. Oliver states that an inspection of Andy’s kitchen
reveals that ‘the plugs and manuals are still in their plastic wrappers inside the oven
and washing machine’ (Oliver 2001: 90). Instead of informing his readers how he has
been able to transform his friend’s skills and enthusiasm for cooking, Oliver merely
states: ‘What can I say? He needs help….or the love, sympathy and bravery of a
good woman!’ (Oliver 2001: 90). Oliver must be referring to a ‘good woman’ who
presumably is not only capable of cooking (and has been given the benefit of Oliver’s
instructions), but who wants nothing more from her life than to utilise this skill looking
after Andy. This passage acts to reinforce what would appear to be Oliver’s view that the women of Britain should be devoting their time towards developing domestic
skills that will enable them to look after men like Andy who possess none. This can
be very confusing for the reader as Oliver himself seems to be saying both that
cooking is an activity perfectly suited for displays of masculine prowess, and that
‘good’ (or indeed valuable?) women should know how to cook. This evident tension
would suggest Oliver has different expectations according to the gender of his
readers as to how and why they should cook.
There is another possible explanation for what can come across as charmless
sexism in Oliver’s books: because Oliver is dyslexic much of his writing is in fact
based on his dictated speech which is then edited and converted into written text.
Oliver’s natural charm and charisma, which would act to remove much of the
offensive sexism evident in this and other passages in his books, do not translate
well onto a page. These passages reveal Oliver’s comparatively poor writing skills he does not have the necessary expertise to ‘write’ his charm and as previously
discussed, his well-meaning advice risks becoming obscured because of it.
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This tension between the feminised domestic space and Oliver’s role in it is evident
in his text Jamie’s Ministry of Food (2008). Oliver had previously stated his belief
that:
Cooking should be as normal to you and me as it was to our mums and
nans, and the only way this is going to happen is if becomes compulsory
to teach kids how to cook at home again (Oliver 2006: 3).
Here Oliver’s traditional - or rather old-fashioned - views on family roles are again
evident. The ‘mums and nans’ are the ones who have previously been responsible
for the family’s food. It is they who have historically passed on the skills of cookery,
skills that Oliver feels are now lost to many contemporary mothers. The implication
has to be that these skills are being lost due to the advance of working women,
women who have careers other than their domestic duties. Oliver does not blame
fathers or granddads for this loss of knowledge, reiterating his perception of the
separation of domestic, or female, cookery from professional or male cookery. He
cites his father as a constant inspiration for his own style of cookery because of his
father’s status as a working chef, whilst praising his mother for her separate,
domestic efforts which acted to provide a reassuring space from which her family
could flourish. This acts to reinforce the divide in Oliver’s perception of male and
female roles in the home and the kitchen. In Oliver’s depiction of Britain, gender is a
vital factor in the division of labour for the preparation of meals in the home, and
examples of this are depicted in his later projects Jamie’s School Dinners and
Jamie’s Ministry of Food, both of which will be examined later in this chapter.

4.2:

Public Construction of literary Persona

Oliver occupies a far more publicly political and politically engaged position than
Smith as a celebrity chef and food-writer; he does not confine himself to the
domestic sphere and instead can be seen to make conscious attempts to work
outside of this space. In contrast to Smith, Oliver does not write from the domestic
and has chosen not to from a very early point in his career, but instead writes to it
from a range of public spaces. Oliver’s current projects are aimed at a much wider
demographic than those developed at an earlier stage in his career. In these later
projects he is publicly attempting to teach the entire nation – in a manner similar to
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Smith, although on a much larger scale - the value of cooking. Whether or not these
attempts are entirely successful will be discussed in this chapter. Oliver’s career has
seen his transformation from a generic celebrity chef, to a man who can be seen to
have traded his celebrity for genuine political currency in a number of projects
designed to alter the manner in which Britain both prepares and eats its food.
Oliver’s first profitable forays into cooking serve to underscore the fact that this work
has always been valuable, not just to himself but to others who are willing to pay him
for it. There has always been a healthy capitalistic urge that runs through Oliver’s
work and he has always coupled his desire to do good with an equal desire to make
good. Oliver has always recognised the value of his efforts, and in part they shape
and inform his confidence in himself and his abilities, and this confidence is a vital
part of his appeal to many of his readers.
By 2001 it was becoming obvious that Oliver’s focus as a food-writer was changing.
He seemed less concerned with what could be seen as his leisure projects which
analysed and discussed food from cultures all over the world, and became more
focused on the eating habits of the British public. He commented on this himself in
Happy Days with the Naked Chef:
People keep asking me if the success of the books and the programmes
has changed me and all my thoughts about food. Well I think as a person I
haven’t really changed apart from having to grow up a bit. But from the
feedback I’ve had in letters and e-mails to my website…I think I’ve
definitely got more of an idea about what the average person wants to
cook at home… (Oliver 2001: 9).
Oliver can be seen to address a specific concern here: that his fame and celebrity
has removed him to a privileged sphere, one where he will not be able to appreciate
the ‘reality’ of everyday people who want to cook in their homes. He attempts to
eradicate this concern by reassuring his readers that he still wants to teach them
about practical cookery, not elitist cookery that will only appeal to those with limitless
funds. This is an attempt by Oliver to reassure his readers that even though he is a
skilled professional, with authority over them – an authority given weight and
credence by his fame and success – that he intends his books to be read and used
in domestic kitchens. The fact that Oliver has to mention repeatedly his desire to
educate his average reader does reveal that he perceives himself as removed from
this sphere of normality. Whether this is as a result of his celebrity or because of his
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superior skill and knowledge about food or a combination of these factors, it is clear
he places himself above his reader.
Whatever his motives, Oliver remains keen to assure his readers that, regardless of
his wealth, his core values of loyalty, family and community remain the same. He
informs his readers that he has matured, and in an effort to justify and claim his
authoritative position over his readers, he states that as the recipient of a vast
number of letters and e-mails he can be privy to more knowledge than the average
food-writer regarding what kind of food concerns are relevant to them, the ‘normal’
readers. He is keen to associate his cooking with the kind that can be attempted by
all his readers, assuring them that he is still focusing on ‘reality’, but is keen to urge
them towards purchasing a higher quality of ingredients, as seen in his injunction to
‘buy the best ingredients you can’(Oliver 2001: 9).
It was around the time of the publication of Happy Days with the Naked Chef (2001)
that the British press began reporting negatively on Oliver. His highly lucrative
advertising campaign for Sainsbury’s supermarket was widely criticised, as was his
employment of a working class Essex accent and unrelenting cheeriness in his
public performances. The public was beginning to tire of Oliver, his blokey
enthusiasm, his catchphrase of ‘pukka’ (The Naked Chef (Dir.) Llewyellen: 1999) to
mean delicious and desirable, his carefree approach to food and his over-exposure.
The golden boy of British cookery looked like facing the realisation that his career
might be short-lived when, in an unexpected career move, Oliver embarked upon his
series of Fifteen projects. He writes:
By 2001 it was time to move on and to leave the Naked Chef behind. I
had always wanted to pass on my passion for food and to help
disadvantaged youngsters so I decided to mentor fifteen unemployed or
homeless people to train as chefs with the restaurant Fifteen with me at
the end of their training. All of this was recorded for a documentary series
for Channel Four (Jamieoliver.com 2002).
The series and the book, and the press that accompanied it, marked a complete
turnaround in Oliver’s public persona but not in his goals and objectives. This is the
emergence of an Oliver who would utilise the public, non-domestic, sphere as the
major site of his literary production. Lucy Scholes points out that this is not as big a
departure as it might first seem, stating, ‘what makes Jamie’s domestication different
is precisely the regularity with which he manages to escape it’ (2011: 52). In many of
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Oliver’s early Naked Chef programmes Oliver’s demonstration of recipes was cut
with images of Oliver riding round London on his scooter, or partying at various
outdoor venues with a collection of photogenic friends. Fifteen enforced this divide
between Oliver’s public and private personas yet further: instead of the more familiar
public face of a cheerful, successful young man, viewers were treated to the sight of
a man who frequently swore in anger and frustration, and one who was dealing with
the stress of having mortgaged his house to the hilt and borrowed against his other
successful ventures in order to give his newly formed charity the best start he could.
The television series focused on Oliver’s attempts to:
…train a team of unemployed kids with an interest and passion for food
and to open a new first-class restaurant in London to be run by them. The
restaurant will be a charity, with all profits used to send the kids on
scholarships to work with the best chefs around the world - Britain, Italy,
France, Australia, Japan (Oliver 2002: 8).
The original fifteen students selected for the series were followed as they attempted
to train to be chefs in Oliver’s new venture. This exposure to constant filming did
reveal that it was harder for the young trainee chefs to separate aspects of celebrity
from their work than it was for Oliver. Ruth Watson pointed out to one of the trainees
that she was worried about her motivations stating, “I don’t think you’re a chef, this
celebrity stuff is all very well and good but it’s not real…what will you do when the
cameras go?’ (Scott. (dir) Jamie’s Kitchen 2002).
The Fifteen project entailed Oliver mentoring fifteen unemployed young people,
training them to be professional chefs whilst at the same time building and
renovating the restaurant they would work in on completion of their training. Viewers
were privy to an Oliver who was tired and at times overwhelmed by the scale of the
project that he had taken on, and who was astonished at the lack of work ethic in the
young people he had chosen to train and invest in. This revealed a distinct gap
between the community values Oliver had imagined existed early in his career and
the reality of the situation he now found himself in.
This could have had a negative effect on his popularity, after all his cheerful charm
had been his unique selling point up until this point, but readers and viewers were
impressed with Oliver’s commitment to his work ethic, and his attempts to instill the
same in his resistant students - many of whom arrived late or simply did not show up
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to classes and shifts (Arlidge 2004). The series and accompanying book, the profits
of which all went into supporting the charity set up to train more cohorts of students,
were a resounding success, and Fifteen now is in its fifteenth year of successfully
training young people and successful restaurant trading, in London, Cornwall and
Amsterdam.
In addition Oliver moved further away from the conventional mode of cookery
programmes, such as those produced by Delia Smith or influenced by her, when the
accompanying television series did not feature or demonstrate any recipes. The only
recipes that were linked to the series appeared in the accompanying book in a
manner similar to Fearnley-Whittingstall’s documentary-style programmes and
accompanying books. However these were not - like Fearnley-Whittingstall’s cheery tales of country life, with an underlying sub-text of animal welfare and selfsufficiency. Oliver’s programmes were filmed in a hard-hitting style, designed to
shock and provoke viewers. In the book accompanying this television series Oliver
explained at length his motivations for this project:
About seven years ago, when I’d just started working at the River Café, I
was having a cup of tea with my friend Kirsty. At the time she was working
with problem children - aggressive and bad-tempered, they weren’t fitting
into their school or home environments very well - and she was explaining
to me that the main thing was to inspire them and empower them and to
give them some hands on responsibility. She said that cooking classes
had been going really well with them, because they could feel, smell and
create things and above all it was fun...Having not been the brightest
banana in the bunch, I realized that my biggest weapon in life was the
determination, enthusiasm and ‘actions speak louder than words’
approach my father taught me and I wanted to get this across to
others…Having had five really great years I felt it was time to give a little
back and help inspire others (Oliver 2002: 8).
In this passage although Oliver maintains his ‘common’ touch through his use of
vernacular language, and a self-depreciating tone, it is apparent – finally - in the note
of gratefulness he uses, that he has recognised, and is willing to acknowledge, that
he is in a totally different sphere from that of his readers and viewers by illustrating
his understanding of class and class differences between himself and his readership.
His emphasis on his professional status, describing himself as working at the River
Café, reinforces his authoritative status over the reader. He describes himself as
fortunate, but is transparent in his enthusiasm to do something which benefits others.
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His authority over his readers is still evident with his desire to ‘give back’.

He

conveys his belief that conventional intelligence is not the key quality needed to
succeed at cookery; rather an ability to use the senses and a desire to be creative
will provide the foundation from which these troubled youngsters can achieve
success.
Oliver’s empathy could be seen to be, in part, affected by his own experience of the
education system, as someone who suffered from dyslexia, in Britain. He has
referred to this in several interviews, most recently in 2013 when in response to
reading his first ever novel he was quoted as saying ‘I'm dyslexic and until recently
I'd never got through a book’ (quoted in Sanhani 2013). It is also his dyslexia to
which he is referring when he notes that he, himself, had not been ‘the brightest
banana in the bunch’ although he has also criticised the education system of his
youth that separated him from his peers and classed him as having ‘special needs’
(quoted in The Standard 2014). It is apparent in his use of a light-hearted tone that
Oliver does not want his reader to pity him. His use of slang acts also to give a
humorous slant to his previous academic failures. He is also self-aware enough to
realise and convey to the reader what he considers his biggest strengths - his work
ethic, imagination and clear-eyed sense of loyalty - qualities his father has instilled in
him. In some respects the Jamie’s Kitchen series shows Oliver’s attempts to act as a
father figure to the fifteen young people he selects to train and mentor. In this ‘warts
and all’ documentary style series7 Oliver illustrates his new credentials to act as a
father figure by allowing cameras to film the moments shortly after his first daughter’s
birth when he has become an actual father, which lends weight to his authority to act
in this manner towards his students.
Overall, the Fifteen project and the journey undertaken by Oliver’s students had
support from the British public as evidenced by the sales figures of the book, and the
subsequent two year waiting list to obtain a table at the restaurant (Aldridge 2004). In
part this was because Oliver allowed cameras to film him when vulnerable or badtempered, but was also because of his evident enthusiasm for a project which
benefitted others rather than himself. This, as well as his earlier comments on his
desire to ‘give a little back and inspire others’ (Oliver 2008: 8), displays Oliver’s self7

Actually a highly edited ‘reality-style’ television narrative produced by Oliver’s television production team.
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confessed desire for actions based on a relatively traditional Protestant Christian
ethos of core values that includes altruism and a democratic belief in the rights of all
to education, employment and an income; his desire to ‘give a little back and inspire
others’ (Oliver 2002: 8). The Fifteen projects have now been running for a number of
years, and Oliver himself has been the most critical of his methods for getting the
trainees to take the course seriously. The trainees are no longer filmed, although
they do take advantage of Oliver’s celebrity status to cook for high profile functions
as part of their training, and care is taken to instill good working practices and
discipline into young people whose lives have seemingly provided no previous role
models of this behaviour. A new facet of Oliver’s most recent trainees is that a
consistent percentage are taken from juvenile detention centers, thereby giving a
chance to young offenders who would not be seen as desirable for many
conventional training schemes.
On the opening night of the original Fifteen the reviews from the British press were
exceptional, ‘The Times said “Jamie Oliver should be given the Victoria
Cross’…[and] The London Evening Standard exclaimed that Jamie should be
knighted for effort, energy, financial risk-taking and genuine empathy’ (TVNZ 2002).
The final two one-hour television programmes featured the original fifteen students,
some of whom were filmed as they dropped out, or failed their first year exams. The
point of the filmed project, which was to raise awareness and support for this
philanthropic venture, had been magnificently realised. Oliver’s popularity in his
native Britain was at an all-time high as the result of this project but Oliver has been
keen to see his students succeed past their graduations. Kerry Anne Dunlop, one of
the original graduates eventually struggled and, after having a child was working in a
supermarket. Oliver re-employed her for his Jimmy and Jamie’s Friday Night Feast
(2013-2015) and gave her her own slot on his FoodTube Channel to enable her to
fulfil what he saw as her earlier potential (jamieoliver.com 2013).
In the specific case of Fifteen Oliver was looking to inspire and empower young
people who had slipped through the cracks of traditional systems of education and
empower them to change their lives through food. Fifteen was the first time that the
British public had seen this side of Oliver. Although his passion for food had always
been evident, his determination and desire to improve the lives of others because of
his own success now altered his public persona completely. Jamie’s Kitchen in both
111

the book and programme format was a tremendous success. The scale of the
Fifteen projects can be seen as an attempt to build a new type of empire, one that
will benefit a multitude of communities across the world. Oliver’s attempt at building a
charitable empire can be seen as genuine - he does not benefit from any of the
Fifteen projects and thus far has donated the sales of both Jamie’s Kitchen (2001)
and Cook with Jamie (2006) towards maintaining the project, enabling it to help more
young people to benefit by learning skills and gaining employment.
Oliver subsequently directed his attention to the state of school meals served on a
daily basis to British children. In a manner similar to Jamie’s Kitchen, he filmed a
series of documentary style programmes that recorded his efforts to improve the
food served in British schools called Jamie’s School Dinners (Gilbert. (dir) 2005).
The programme provided a damning commentary on meals in schools across
Britain. After asking one dinner lady what she would consider her most crucial tool in
the kitchen, Oliver was visibly taken aback when she indicated her Stanley knife
which was used to open boxes of processed food (Gilbert. (dir) 2005: episode 1).
Jamie’s School Dinners was the first series in which Oliver teamed up with another
person, Nora Sands, the dinner lady at Kidbrooke School, for the duration of filming
the series. Sands was at first dismissive and at times even hostile to the new
approach put forward by Oliver; ‘I live in the real world Mr. Oliver’ (Gilbert (dir) 2005:
episode 2) she barked at him during one episode, indicating her opinion that the
celebrity chef did not. Yet her place in the programme had a dual purpose. On the
one hand she acted as a resistant reader or viewer, and the manner in which Oliver
eventually makes her a complete convert to his way of thinking illustrates how
persuasive his methods can be. Sands could also be seen to highlight the general
apathy and lack of skills that had become synonymous with school meals, and her
pride in her kitchen as she turned out healthy meals for the children in her care
served to emphasise the beneficial effect of the new regime introduced by Oliver on
everyone, not only the children who ate the meals. It should be noted that Sands is
female, allowing Oliver to again instruct and inspire a less skilled woman in the
manner similar to his use of his wife in his earlier works from his masculine
authoritative status.
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In one episode of Jamie’s School Dinners a tearful Oliver is seen to plead, on
camera, ‘Please, please…whoever’s making Turkey Twizzlers, can you just please
stop?’(Gilbert (dir) 2005: episode 1). Turkey Twizzlers were just one of a plethora of
additive filled, processed foods served as a matter of course in every school in
Britain and one of the many that Oliver campaigned to do away with. Oliver had to
educate children about vegetable and fruits: in one episode he holds up an
aubergine8 and asks a class of children to name the vegetable. The only tentative
answer he can obtain is ‘a potato?’ (Gilbert (dir). 2005: episode 2). He also had to
work within a frustratingly small budget of 37 pence9 per child. In addition, in order to
succeed, Oliver had to overcome the resistance of rebelling school children - ‘We
want chips’ chanted the disgruntled children of one of the schools he was working
with (Gilbert (dir). 2005: episode 3) - as well as their parents who also needed
educating as to the level of junk food in their children’s diets, and a resistant and
untrained staff force in order to succeed.
Oliver broadcast his frustration at the poor quality food that was being given to
children, not just in school canteens but in packed lunches:
I have seen kids of the ages of four or five, the same as mine, open their
lunch boxes and inside is a cold half eaten McDonalds, multiple packets
of crisps and a can of Red Bull. You laugh then you want to cry (Lawrence
2008).
In addition to campaigning to alter the menus of meals provided by schools, Oliver
also argued that junk food such as fizzy drinks and sugary snacks should be banned
from schools entirely in order to provide all children with a least one healthy meal
time a day. Oliver included and addressed the resistance that he met and the series
was enormously successful. This success is due in part to what Janice Williams
claims is related to a change of perspective in general in Britain towards issues of
healthiness:
In recent decades ‘health’ has become a matter not only of government
campaigns but of mass and self-conscious preoccupation so much so
that...in secular disenchanted western society it is for some tantamount to
salvation (Williams 1997: 151).
8
9

Eggplant in Australia or America.
Approximately 80cents Australian.
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In a first for Oliver, he was able, during the course of this project, to translate his
celebrity into political currency; he presented a petition to the then prime-minister
Tony Blair that contained over 150,000 signatures calling for radical change in the
school dinner system. The prime-minister conceded that change was necessary, and
up until 2010, 12 million pounds has been allocated to alter the structure and content
of meals in schools across Britain. Oliver returned to the issue of school dinners in a
follow-up programme entitled Return to School Dinners. In it he teamed up again
with Sand, who has been overworked and underpaid for her efforts to maintain the
menu transformed by Oliver. Oliver met again with Tony Blair to argue for continued
effort towards the improvements he had helped to bring about. Oliver has been
quoted as saying: ‘If it takes until I’m fifty, older even, I will not stop campaigning until
this problem is sorted out for good’ (Gilbert (dir) 2005: episode 2).
Oliver in some respects can be seen to both reflect, but also through his campaigns,
books and programmes, to aim to produce this kind of alignment of a healthy society
with a superior society. One of the effects of his efforts was seen when parents all
over Britain began to ask questions about the meals supplied by their schools for
their children, and a national debate was begun on what constituted healthy diets for
children. The debate raged across a multitude of venues including school
boardrooms, national televised news programmes and the pages of major
newspapers.
Interestingly, although the school dinners project could be seen as a successful one
for Oliver, he also faced charges of elitism, as well as claims that he had lost touch
with his intended audience, coming across as dictatorial and patronising. In particular
a number of these accusations came from mothers in the town of Rotherham, some
of whom were filmed passing parcels filled with fast food through the school gates to
children unwilling to try Oliver’s new menus of salads (Gilbert (dir) 2005: episode 3).
Oliver’s well intentioned campaign could be perceived as judgmental by resistant
readers or viewers – especially in light of the sexist tone of his work overall - such as
those represented by the mothers of the children in Rotherham.

They certainly

seemed to assume he was judging their parenting skills on the basis of their food
choices, and that they were portrayed as bad parents for not supporting Oliver’s
suggested changes. To be more precise they were portrayed as bad mothers for no
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men were filmed breaking Oliver’s new rules. In fairness to the parents of
Rotherham, the editorial decisions made during the filming of Jamie’s School
Dinners did indeed portray them as, if not bad parents then certainly, ignorant
parents. Oliver had used the example of the parents’, or the mother’s, poor food
choices – filmed for his programme in the substitution of fast food for the meals he
was offering - to highlight what he felt were irresponsible parenting practices. Oliver
had then used this example to focus firstly, on his own, superior, parenting advice of
consistently giving children healthy food and secondly, the benefits he felt were
enjoyed by both parents and children when this advice was followed. However the
gendered aspect of this advice is clear when it is so obviously directed at the
mothers of the children, as is the class dynamic: the mothers of Rotherham were
obviously from a lower socio-economic status to that enjoyed by Oliver. Oliver
responded to accusations that he had unrealistic expectations by explaining the
reasoning behind his belief that good food is not for the elite few but it is available to
and should be used by everyone:
Good quality produce - and yes this may involve organics - is always
going to be considered rich or middle class people’s food. Wrong, I’ve
worked with students and people on the dole who eat better than some
city boys earning hundreds of thousands of pounds a year and the reason
is that they use their heads when buying…Very rarely does anyone go
into a garage, phone shop or shoe shop and ask for ‘the cheapest, most
rubbish one’. So why do we walk into supermarkets and support those
companies that are producing cheap products? As a general rule, when
food is cheap the quality is not going to be so good (Oliver 2004: xii).
Oliver attempts here to frame his own personal ideas about the nature of ‘good’ food
- defining it as food with at least some nutritional value - in broad terms even
resistant readers can understand. He attempts to avert claims of elitism with his
mention of lower income earners who eat a more healthy diet than those who have
unlimited access to funds. This in turn has the effect of making the choice for good
food more of a moral issue than one of costs and money. This is based on the belief
that food reared or grown in an ethical manner is better for the greater good of the
nation. Oliver compares the customer who mindlessly reaches for convenience food
to a consumer who would buy poor quality products across the board, aligning cheap
processed food with this poor quality merchandise. He emphasises the bare bones
of his philosophy concerning food - ‘when food is cheap the quality is not going to be
so good’ - in an effort to make it clear that he wants most of his readers to rethink
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their relationship with the food they eat. Ultimately the School Dinners project is what
heralded the point in his career when Oliver became a political force to be reckoned
with, as illustrated by his ability to cause the British government to rethink its stance
on school meals, and to provide a large sum of extra funding to back Oliver’s
convictions.
With this in mind Oliver displayed his adept media awareness when he incorporated
the resistance he had met whilst working on school dinners into his next, and most
ambitious, project: Jamie’s Ministry of Food. The purpose of Oliver’s version of a
‘ministry of food’ was to provide a means to teach everyone throughout the nation
how to obtain and cook food that would ensure their health and longevity. Whereas
the original Ministry of Food had been set up in order to show a nation united by war
how to survive on meagre rations and unfamiliar ingredients, Oliver used the ‘war’
on ill health and obesity in Britain as his own motivational and unifying force . Oliver
explains the impetus for his ministry project:
The reality is that we are in the midst of one of the worst food-related
epidemics that this country has ever seen…School dinners have been
neglected for thirty years, cookery lessons have all but stopped, physical
education has been reduced…On top of that I read that our beloved little
old Britain currently consumes 50 percent of all ready meals in Europe.
Shockingly this will be the first generation of British children to live shorter
lives than their parents, not great for a first world country that is hosting
the Olympics in just a few years! Much needed urgency is required to
change this (Oliver 2008: 14).
Oliver’s stance on the problems affecting British communities and their health is
simple: the British public need to be made aware of how to procure and cook food
from scratch in order to avoid the processed ready-meals he feels are contributing to
the epidemic of obesity and other diet-related illnesses. He directly attributes the
rise of obesity and other food-related health ailments to the fact that ‘school dinners
have been neglected for thirty years’, knowing that the publicity that surrounded his
previous campaigns will give his case a fairer hearing. He goes on to lament the fact
that ‘cookery lessons have all but stopped, physical education has been reduced’, in
order to focus on some of the other mitigating factors that he believes have
contributed to a national problem of ill-heath. Here, Oliver relies on emotive language
rather than supporting his claim with facts and figures, and assumes that he is in an
authoritative position over his reader which will ensure that his message will be
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treated with seriousness. Oliver again turns to the model of the family unit for his
foundation for this project, using gendered family-related metaphors to get his point
across:
For thousands of years in Britain we farmed reasonably respectably and
in harmony with nature and this was followed with cooking good
stuff...Cooking should be as normal to you and me as it was to our mums
and nans (Oliver 2004: 9).
With a new project of empowering the nation to once again cook in the manner of
our ‘mums and nans’- a clear gender bias in Oliver’s work again becomes visible - it
is from women that Oliver sees the nation’s heritage of home-cooking emanating.
This makes evident the degree to which Oliver’s public campaign for this project is
aimed at transforming the private domestic cookery of women. Scholes states that:
Jamie continually reasserts his masculinity by never being tied down by
his apron strings, by never being stuck in the kitchen; he continually
proves his macho credentials by taking on the guise of a revolutionary,
reformer, preacher, politician and advocate of the disempowered. Roles
which mediated through reality TV suggest a whole new way of piecing
together a public persona (2011: 56).
Oliver’s dominant masculinity is also asserted by the implication that his instructions
are for women, who will implement them in the privacy of the domestic sphere in
their own homes. Oliver is able to instruct and inspire so many precisely because he
is unconfined by the domestic, issuing advice from the public sphere in a manner
similar to a politician. It could be concluded that the feminised arena of the domestic
space has been rejected for the politicised public arena where Oliver feels he can
deliver his educational message to the largest number of readers.
Oliver turned to the women of Rotherham, a working class town in the north of
England, the same town in which his school dinner project had met with such fierce
resistance. He explained his unlikely choice of venue thus:
Why Rotherham? Well, mainly because I wanted to go and meet some of
Rotherham women who were brought to fame around the world for
passing chips and burgers through the school railings….Another reason
for going to Rotherham was that it is said to be the town that best reflects
the country’s population in terms of demographic make-up. So, in a way, I
figured that if I set up my own Ministry of Food there and made it work,
then I could make it work anywhere (Oliver 2008: 13).
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Oliver was savvy enough to realise that if he could bring about a change in a
community that had previously been seen as very resistant to his ideas about food
then the rest of his audience would be more open to the aims of his new project.
Julie Critchlow had become infamous in Britain as the mother who was filmed in
Jamie’s School Dinners handing packages from the local chip shop to her children.
If, as Oliver proposed, he could convert a resistant viewer such as Critchlow, then
his ideas and opinions would be seen to carry more weight. Again Oliver employs
the gendered trope of himself as the masculine authoritative teacher helping a less
skilled woman to improve her capability to cook.

However his point about the

demographic of Rotherham can also be seen as an attempt to illustrate that Oliver
has something to offer all sectors of society, thereby refuting (or avoiding)
accusations of elitism (and perhaps sexism) by focusing on what could be seen as a
relatively under-privileged town in Britain.
The premise of Oliver’s ministry is simple:
Regardless of recessions and credit crunches, we all need to know how to
cook simple nutritious, economical, tasty and hearty food from scratch.
And once we’ve got this knowledge we should pass it on through friends,
family and the workplace to keep that cycle of knowledge alive.
I need you to get personally involved in pass it on by pledging to learn
just one recipe from each chapter of this book. Master these in your own
home first, then pass it on by teaching them to at least two people…Then
most importantly you need to get your guests to promise that they’ll pass
it on to more people and then get those people to pass it on and on and
on…its easy (Author’s emphasis: Oliver 2008: 13).
Here Oliver focuses on the big picture of transforming British eating habits in a
manner similar to the one that would later be espoused by Fearnley-Whittingstall.
This passage offers a direct opportunity to the reader to empower themselves to
make a difference both in their own lives and in the lives of others by joining Oliver’s
latest campaign. Oliver directly assigns the power of this movement to his readers
and viewers - it is they who must learn a recipe and ‘pass it on’ to others, not him.
He explains further:
Let’s say for instance that you teach four people how to make a recipe,
then each of them teach four more people, who teach four more
people…The cycle only needs to repeat itself eight times and we’re
getting on towards filling Wembley Stadium…It’s amazing if you think
about all the social and health benefits this movement could have. I know
118

for sure that if we, the public, can show the government we really care,
then a whole load of other stuff will fall into place (Oliver 2008: 11-12).
For Oliver it is clear that food provides the foundation from which the family, and
subsequently the nation, can flourish from a strengthened position. The British public
can be seen to agree, for with the publication of Ministry of Food Oliver became
Britain’s biggest selling author, his book sales in 2008 alone garnering over 11
million pounds, and more recently in 2013 it was announced that he was the second
highest selling author in Britain since records began with overall sales of over 126
million pounds worth of books10.
The documentary series of Jamie’s Ministry of Food is at times both extremely
moving and confronting for the viewer to watch. Oliver genuinely struggles with the
poverty that some of the subjects of the documentary face as part of their everyday
lives. He is shocked at the lack of priority healthy, fresh food has for many living in
Rotherham. At one point he comes away from a subject’s house and states to
camera, ‘I’ve been to Soweto and I’ve seen kids in Aids orphanages eat better than
that’ (Gilbert (dir) 2008: episode 1). In part because of his own work ethic, and
enjoyment of cooking, he is genuinely surprised that for many ‘cooking time
competes with precious time for recreation for people leading busy working lives’
(Williams 1997: 158). Julie Critchlow, the chosen woman who plays the role of the
resistant reader/viewer in this series, openly accuses him of ‘living in a bubble’ and
reminds him, on camera, ‘you have a fair bit of money don’t you?’ (Gilbert (dir) 2008:
episode 1).
However Oliver also points out that many of the people admittedly surviving on very
little money have flat screen televisions and fashionable clothes, and describes the
poverty he is confronting as a poverty of ‘knowledge’ (Daniels (dir) 2008: episode 2).
This is highlighted in the first episode of the series where Oliver has to instruct one of
his chosen (female) pupils how to turn on their cooker, and what boiling water looks
like in a saucepan. However this also highlights the difference in class between
Oliver’s stance as a relatively affluent member of the middle classes and the majority
of his students in Rotherham who are obviously working class (with some
exceptions) and struggling to manage. Oliver’s initial assumptions seem judgmental,
10

Sourced from Mail Online May 10th 2014.
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after all, if these people choose to spend their wages on flat screen televisions
instead of quality ingredients it does not speak of their character, merely of their
lifestyle choices.
For all of Oliver’s self-expressed good intentions, his patriarchal perspective on who
should be responsible for family meals – women – is again starkly evident. One of
Oliver’s subjects, Natasha, is a single mother of two children, the eldest of which the
unseen narrator (the actor Timothy Spall) of the series solemnly informs the viewer
has ‘never eaten a home cooked meal’ (Daniels (dir) 2008: episode 1). Natasha, who
is filmed with her boyfriend, clearly feels tremendous guilt at her failure to know how
to prepare any meals for her children, and her low self-esteem is evident. In contrast
to the judgmental portrait the viewer receives of Natasha, her partner – a working
chef! - is never once criticised by Oliver for his failure to provide any home cooked
meals, or for neglecting to provide Natasha with any practical instruction as to how to
prepare meals for her children.
After learning her first two recipes and proudly ‘passing them on’ Natasha is
described outside her house by a beaming Oliver with the words, ‘What a brilliant
Mum’ (Jones (dir). 2008: episode 2), as though her previous failure in the kitchen has
in some manner diminished her capacity for good motherhood – linking it to the subtext of Oliver’s assertions that it is because of negligent ‘mums and nans’ that these
cookery skills are being lost. However Natasha is soon struggling to maintain her
new standards - due mostly to the pressures of her financial situation - and is filmed
crying and guilt-ridden as she confesses it is too hard to keep up with her
instructions from Jamie on how to cook meals from scratch every day. It is at this
point that Oliver acknowledges, on camera, that he has ‘a lot of learning and
listening to do’ (Jones (dir). 2008: episode 2).
The ‘pass it on’ movement can be seen as an attempt to mimic what Oliver considers
the traditional manner of learning about food through a legacy of knowledge passed
down from ‘mother to daughter’ (Jones (dir) 2008: episode 2). This also suggests
that Oliver is using the ‘traditional’ notion of family as the model from which to build
his project, with himself in the role as authoritative father figure. Scholes comments
on this enforced authority evident in Oliver’s later work, stating that Oliver has ‘grown
into the adult roles of husband and father [and] the performance of his masculinity
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have had to adapt accordingly’ (2012: 56). Oliver does teach others in this series,
including a miner (Mick) who is obviously - at least compared to Natasha - relatively
wealthy, and can be seen to be middle class in his home and lifestyle. However the
emphasis in Mick’s cookery instruction is the use of cooking as a tool to impress, not
as an everyday task which must be done for the good of his family and community.
The use of Mick’s journey with food in this manner gives weight to Hollows’ claim
that ‘men cook when it can be understood as leisure rather than labour’ (Hollows
2003: 231). This is backed up by Niki Strange’s assertion that there is a difference in
the manner in which cooking is represented for each gender. She notes the disparity
between ‘the figure of the feminine domestic cook, who presents cooking “as a
practical and social skill” and male celebrity chefs who present cooking as a ‘sensual
and pleasurable practice’ (quoted in Hollows: 2003: 240). This is a gender divide
which Oliver would appear to perpetuate and endorse through the examples and
instructions contained in his work.
Oliver received some criticism for this series regarding the genuine nature of his
motives, and his ability to understand the difficulties encountered by those struggling
to live below the breadline in Britain and hence offer real solutions to their problems.
In an article written by Rachel Cooke she described some of these criticisms:
…some readers of the Rotherham Advertiser, slagged him off for being
patronising, for stereotyping northerners, for swearing too much, and for
having a posh car. 'How much money did Mockney-boy get paid for this latest
self-serving drivel?' wrote one visitor to a foodie website. 'What a phoney!
Sainsbury's biggest profit margins come from the kind of processed foods he
rails against - and yet he is still willing to endorse the company. The guy is an
UTTER HYPOCRITE’ (2008).
Oliver’s naivety was also highlighted. As Pat Caplan states: ‘ “healthy eating’ is
clearly a political issue and ...most information about food and health is driven
whether implicitly or explicitly by commercial considerations’ (Caplan 1997: 11). But
this comment is at odds with Oliver’s personal motivations. Whereas it is true he has
enjoyed huge commercial success with his books, the charities and foundations that
fund Fifteen and Ministry Of Food projects come, in part, from the commercial
success of these books. Oliver is not afraid to put himself on the line and to put his
own money into these ventures to get these projects to work – most notably seen in
Fifteen where he re-mortgaged his own home -. Therefore, for all that Oliver can
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seem to be insensitive to the reality of lives of others less fortunate than himself, it
can be seen that, in his attempts to improve the health of the nation his motives are
genuinely altruistic and philanthropic. This does not stop the issue of classism from
affecting his address and priorities, it is obvious that Oliver writes from the authorial
position of a privileged middle-class perspective - but it does not obviate his desire to
overcome these class limitations.
Oliver has taken his ideas about the capacity of food to strengthen family and
friendship relationships and applied them to larger relationships such as community
and nation. He has enacted these ideas through a series of projects in the public
sphere which enable him to reach the largest audience possible. For Oliver the
nation that eats and cooks together becomes stronger, healthier and more closely
linked. All of Oliver’s political and philanthropic food projects serve to emphasise and
reinforce this belief. To this end Oliver has emerged from his early public persona as
a cheeky young celebrity-chef to a respected, commanding, knowledgable and
politicised public figure. Oliver has used a number of techniques to distance himself
from the domestic, creating a more authoritative stance from which he can observe
and comment on the domestic sphere as a knowledgable expert. In order to do so
he has placed his authorial position firmly outside of the feminine, private, domestic
space into a politicised public arena in order to educate with a masculinised authority
as many readers as possible. The society Oliver seeks to create through his writing
is gendered, with clear and distinct roles and practices for men and women.

4.3:

Legacy

In many respects Oliver’s campaigns to improve food in Britain have left a very
evident and influential public legacy of his work and efforts. His efforts to raise
awareness of the importance of food for good health, and its role in strengthening
communities, will remain inspirational for many food writers and cooks that follow his
work, and have found it enjoyable and useful.
But there is more to his legacy than this. All of Oliver’s texts are underpinned by his
belief in the importance of the family unit. Indeed close personal relationships of all
kinds, from family, to partners to friends could be seen as the other prevailing motif
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in all of Oliver’s work. Oliver’s work focuses on the importance of passing on
knowledge from previous generations at an early age in order to instill in the young a
love of food and the desire to cook it. Oliver hopes this love for food with its
corresponding skills will in turn be passed on to their children. This idea of passing
down this important and valuable knowledge has larger implications for Britain, as
the health and wellbeing of all will in turn lead to a healthier stronger nation.
In introductions to recipes Oliver has always attributed great importance to the role of
the family unit. His first book contained references to his father, mother, sister and
grandmother. All of his family members, from his now late grandmother - known to
Oliver’s fans by his nickname for her, ‘Tiger’- through to his daughters and son, have
appeared with him on his many television series’ and his filmed advertisements for
Sainsburys. This extensive coverage of Oliver’s family across his work has led
Rachael Mosley to state that ‘extra textually much has been made of his [Oliver’s]
family values.’ (Mosley et al. 2001: 38). However the family unit which is such an
important facet of Oliver’s work is remarkably idealised. Photographs of family
members frequently feature in his texts and include soft-focus images of Oliver
frolicking in the country with his wife and daughters as in Jamie’s Dinners (2004)
which are also integral to his Christmas projects.
In these his family is featured in a festive Dickensian (which again as discussed in
Smith is in itself fictitious) state of perfect happiness and contentment. Indeed
Oliver’s ‘versions’ of Christmas are so perfect in his programmes and articles that
their depiction of the festive season cannot but feel less authentic when compared to
Smith’s practical approach. This notion of family that Oliver projects is rooted in
nostalgia, reinforcing a sense of looking back to an imagined past for inspiration,
particularly as it pertains to an idealised perception of family. This notion of a
‘perfect’ family is crucial to Oliver’s construction of an idealised culture and society in
Britain, based on bonds and ties similar to those he values so highly within his
family. Oliver uses the trope of idealised notions of family to inspire change through
his work as a writer on a national level.
In contrast to the domestic focus of some of his peers, Oliver’s focus on Christmas is
very different to Smith’s (and also Lawson’s and Slater’s). Although he emphasises
the importance of the family domestic meal, it is in a very different manner to his
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peers. Work is ‘delegated’ (Jamie Magazine December 2012: 32) in the manner of a
professional kitchen. Although there are traditional inclusions - his mother’s trifle
appears under the title ‘Mrs. Oliver’s Splendid Trifle’ -

her son concedes that the

festive occasion allows him to forgive the fact that the trifle is ‘camp’ and ‘naff’ in
comparison to his far superior and authentic recipes (2012: 32). In Oliver’s family
Christmas he and his father do most of the flamboyant cooking: the birds, turkey and
geese - whilst the female relatives are sidelined into vegetable preparation, desserts
and table setting. This mirrors the structure of a professional kitchen where less
skilled team members are given lesser duties. The sense of the importance of the
domestic feast remains the same, but the patriarchal hierarchy is maintained in the
cooking and preparation of the meal. Interestingly Oliver has only written about
Christmas in magazines and newspaper articles, not deeming the subject important
enough to devote an entire book.
Oliver can be seen to have had an interest in food for families and children
throughout his career, beginning in his third book Happy Days with the Naked Chef,
where he writes, ’[t]he most important [chapter] is Kid’s Club, which is all about
getting parents to capture their children’s imaginations to get them involved and
interested in food’ (Oliver 2001: 9). By stressing that the most important chapter in
the text is the one concerning children’s cookery – this was before Oliver had a
family of his own - Oliver gives the reader, even in this text intended for food as a
recreational activity, an indication of his future shift in focus to ‘pass it on’. In this
text he states:
Getting your kids involved with food is definitely the way forward for
cooking in this country…
Without sounding like a goody-goody or a preacher, in general kid’s diets
in Britain are a nightmare. Supermarkets, school dinners and cookery
lessons should all try to help give families more knowledge about food.
Just look at 90 percent of all kids’ menus in restaurants - they’re all the
same: fish fingers, burgers, chicken nuggets and sausages (Oliver 2001:
65).
Oliver’s appraisal of the majority of so-called children menus served in restaurants
across Britain is all too familiar. His listing of the uninspired, overly-processed meals
of ‘fish-fingers, burgers, chicken nuggets and sausages’ reflects the lack of thought
that many place on children and their diets. Oliver’s use of the family unit is evident
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throughout his texts and is an important attribute of his public persona for which he
can be seen to use his own family experiences as a foundation from which to launch
his large-scale political projects. His emphasis on the importance of this family unit
allows him to place an equally important focus on food for children as for adults. The
following passage illustrates the family as the focus of Oliver’s attempts to convert
the nation into a healthier more active version of itself:
I’m really proud of this book because it’s full of recipes for great family
dinners, and what I want is to get you all cooking and enjoying them
together at home…which means that the food is cheap, economical,
accessible, easy and time-efficient to make. We all want the same things
when making dinner at home with our families (2004: vii).
Oliver employs the notion of family in his writing to expand upon his major themes
and concerns. This makes his legacy less intimate than that of Smith, as he uses the
example of a family who uses food to achieve happiness and health as a model for
the larger community of Britain as a whole. Oliver’s particular constructed notion of
nation is based on the social ties of family and friends. He presents his version of the
family of Britain, of which he is a part, consistently in his work, and the popularity
with which his work is received suggests that his readers either identify strongly with
this notion – of a nuclear family which forms the foundation for all other relationships
- or would like to attain this kind of idyllic (as portrayed by Oliver) a lifestyle for
themselves.

4.4:

Conclusion

Oliver has, through a range of gendered performances, asserted and reinforced his
position as a masculine chef. He has altered his image and career path from that of
a bright, young, carefree celebrity chef to that of a chef who sees food as a tool
which can unite and strengthen Britain. In doing so he has shown he is highly skilled
at assessing problems and offering solutions to them for his readers in the domestic
arena. However Oliver does not reside in or produce his work exclusively from the
domestic sphere and one of the means by which he maintains his masculinity is
through his construction of an authorial position that speaks from outside of the
domestic arena to which he writes. His assertion of himself as a ‘chef’ emphasises
his professional status and goes some way to maintaining his authority over his
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readers. Although at times he can come across as dictatorial and even somewhat
misogynistic, his major focus on family is one he shares most strongly with an
author who approaches the subject from a very different and more emotional
perspective - probably the only other author to have had as much international
success as himself - Nigella Lawson. However, family is approached in Lawson’s
texts from a completely different authorial perspective that serves to diminish the
space between Lawson and her own readers and viewers. This allows her to share
her perceptions of food more intimately, and emphasises her femininity.
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Chapter Five: Nigella Lawson
How we eat and what we eat lies at the heart of who we are – as individuals,
families, communities (Lawson 2004: vii).

Nigella Lawson’s Roast Chicken.
There are few things that cannot be made better by a chicken roasting in the
oven, and those that are, are impervious beyond any intervention.
This is how my mother roasted her chickens, and I expect it’s how my children
will do theirs. The buttery lemony waft through the house is, for me, the smell
of home. And there’s something about that simple bird, that iconic form with
its crispy skinned curves and kitchen filling aroma that makes it the elemental
and perfect unbeatable feast...
1 x 1.5kg chicken

20-25g butter

1 lemon

dribble olive oil

1 tablespoon Maldon salt/1/2 tablespoon table salt.
Preheat the oven to gas mark 7/220 degrees centigrade
Make sure your bird is at room temperature and cut off any string or rubber
bands. Sit the chicken in a roasting tin. Put ½ a lemon into the chicken cavity
and sprinkle a little bit of salt in there as well. Rub the butter over the skin and
dribble with a little oil. Put into the oven and cook for 1 ¼ hours. Let the
chicken rest in the roasting tin for 15 minutes, sprinkling over the remaining
salt and squeezing over the other half of the lemon whilst it sits (Lawson
1999: 36).
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This recipe illustrates much of Lawson’s food writing ethos: she writes explicitly for
the home cook, she is highly influenced and inspired by her family traditions of
cookery, she loves food with a passion that is infectious; and she attempts to
demystify the cooking process, making it as accessible and easy to approach for her
readers as possible. This is evident in Lawson’s refusal to use common cooking
abbreviations – there is no use of ‘tblsp’ for tablespoon for example - in what can be
seen as an attempt to clarify exactly what ingredients are needed without confusion
for the reader. The recipe is extremely simple; Lawson’s instructions are so plain that
even the most inexperienced of cooks would not be scared to attempt this recipe.
Lawson is content to share the meal’s personal significance for her family rather than
linking it to a larger historical heritage and she looks forward to the time when she,
like her mother before her, will be explicitly remembered through the food her
children cook and eat.
Lawson’s recipe is sparse, but the preface to it is not. Her preference for
exaggerated adjectives is clear :‘the buttery lemony waft’ (Lawson 1999: 36) to
describe the fragrance of a roasting chicken, and her description of the cooked bird ‘that iconic form with its crispy skinned curves and kitchen filling aroma’ (Lawson
1999: 36) reveal her distinct personal style of recipe writing. Her approach is not as
casual as Oliver’s - quantities are supplied for all but the ‘dribble of olive oil’ which is
added to the bird after the butter has been rubbed in. Times and temperature are
exact, but there is little in the way of explanation (that Smith seems so keen to
provide) as to why Lawson has chosen this particular method to roast her chickens.
Indeed the key reason for her choice would appear to be the maintenance of a family
tradition, a means of remembering her mother and of passing down to her children
something that is a practice unique to her family. Lawson’s recipes often have
lengthy introductions, as though she wants her readers to be drawn towards making
the recipes based on her evocative descriptions of their flavours, aromas and
appearance. This allows her to be as simple as possible when giving the actual
instructions, as she has already whetted her readers’ appetite with the description
that precedes the recipe.
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5.1:

Gender

After the masculine stance on food writing offered by Oliver, Lawson’s distinctly
feminine approach can be seen as a direct contrast to his style of writing. Lawson’s
food writing and the programmes that accompany it have garnered her international
celebrity and fame. She has become synonymous with what is seen as a particularly
sexualised perspective on food, in part because of the television programmes she
has starred in, for which she acts in a flirtatious, sensual manner. This, coupled with
her physical beauty, has led to the widely held view that her major focus on food and
cookery is sexual.
To some extent this is a perspective which Lawson herself perpetuates. However
Lawson’s writing presents another aspect to her televised persona - that far from
being solely sexualised is firmly rooted in family values. Family is the base from
which her food emanates and indeed family, not sexuality can be seen to be the
prevailing motif underpinning Lawson’s work. This is a theme she can be seen to
share with Oliver, albeit from an utterly different perspective. Her books are
dedicated to her husbands11and her children and contain recipes dedicated to her
siblings, as well as containing a wealth of recipes from Lawson’s childhood that are
inspired by other members of her immediate family. Her two major forms of foodrelated production - her food programmes and her written texts - could be seen as
complementary yet separate projects, but the writing in Lawson’s books in particular
provides an intimate perspective on her motivations and emotions regarding her
chosen subject.
Lawson’s mother has had a huge and evident influence on her food writing, with her
first book How to Eat (1999) written, in part, to continue the conversations she used
to have in the kitchen with her then late mother and late sister, Thomasina. This
sense of a matriarchal tradition of domestic cookery is one of the key themes of

11

In the period in which this thesis was written Lawson divorced her second husband, Charles Saatchi, in a
storm of publicity - none of which is pertinent to examining her work. Her first husband, John Diamond, died as
the result of cancer.
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Lawson’s work, and places it in almost direct opposition to the patriarchal
professional perspective of Oliver.
Lawson was privately educated, and went on to Oxford. A career in publishing then
journalism followed. Lawson’s passion and interest in food encouraged her to
participate in the gastro-revolution of the 1980s, when a thriving economy - ironically
helped in part by her then estranged father’s economic policies - led to a resurgence
of a restaurant culture. The resulting cult of the celebrity chef led Lawson to the
realisation of the opportunities available for her given her interest in and knowledge
about food. The editor of The Spectator, Charles Moore, invited her to write for the
magazine, an invitation of which Lawson later wrote:
As a young, not quite journalist, I realized I couldn’t exactly tell him that I
had no idea of what I could write, so I studied one issue of the magazine
for two weeks and then came back to him telling him that readers were
obviously affluent and it was ridiculous that there was no restaurant
column. Think of the advertising revenue he would get from it I
encouraged him….I did the job for twelve years. I don’t think he ever got
more than about two ads from it but I enjoyed myself (quoted in Smith
2006: 56).
It is evident that Lawson although not completely sure of her abilities as a jobbing
journalist, was still able, even this early in her career, to sell herself. She recognised
that at least in the arena of food she would be able to write with conviction and
authority and enjoy her work to boot.
As well as the column that reviewed restaurants for The Spectator, Lawson went on
to become a columnist for The Sunday Times and The Evening Standard. It was
through her work at The Sunday Times that Lawson would meet her first husband,
the journalist John Diamond. Diamond’s influence upon Lawson, not least in her
dress and carriage, has often been commented on. He is said to have asked her,
‘Why are you wearing such baggy clothes and such flat shoes?’ (quoted in Smith
2006: 74), to which the feminist Lawson retorted that he could ‘go and find someone
who wears Janet Reger underwear and strappy dresses’ (quoted in Smith 2006: 74).
Ironically Lawson’s public image, through her programmes, has become that of a
woman who wears glamorous clothes with matching hair and make-up - each
episode ends with a satin-negligee-style-dressing-gown-clad Lawson raiding her
fridge to eat leftovers from the recipes cooked in the preceding episode. It is clear
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that her relationship with Diamond increased her confidence in her appearance and
her desire to play up to it by wearing alluring outfits and flattering make-up. After his
death she said of their marriage to journalist Sue Lawley: ‘You do well in life if you
team up with someone who makes you feel good about yourself’ (quoted in Smith
2006: 80).
Mention Lawson and her work to many and the first comments received will usually
be on the sexualised nature of Lawson’s performances in her television
programmes. Lawson has become synonymous with ‘gastro porn’, a term which the
Collin’s English Dictionary defines as ‘the representation of food in a highly sensual
manner’ (2015). Lawson’s style of presenting is seen as overtly sexualised and
flirtatious and to some extent this perception is accurate; however a comparison of
these performances with Lawson’s written texts reveals a discrepancy. Much of
what is assumed to be sexualised in Lawson’s work comes from her chosen delivery
and flirtatious manner when presenting her television programmes and the
photographs for which she poses to publicise her books and magazine articles. But
most of this sexualised material does not then travel over into her written work. An
article in the Daily Mail sums up how many see Lawson’s performances:
Nigella Lawson has posed for a magazine cover looking ‘rapturous’ with
salted caramel sauce dripping down her face….Nigella, on the cover of
Stylist magazine has become a human toffee apple, they should release
the image as an Athena poster for hungry men everywhere (Ostler 2011).
Here a publicity photo for Style Magazine and the article that accompanies it are
analysed by journalists for The Daily Mail as though the only possible connotation
that can be derived from both is sexual. Lawson does indeed look rapturous, but the
article that accompanies the photo makes it clear that her rapture is for the featured
food stuff - albeit in her distinctive sensual and evocative but not strictly sexualised
language:
I am in the middle of a love affair with salted caramel. It’s heady, it’s
passionate, it may – like the stalker’s obsessive focus – not be entirely
healthy, but I take the view that few in this world have the luxury to be
blasé about pleasure. There’s simply not enough of it about for us to
gainsay what gifts are offered up for our enjoyment. True, for many, selfdenial has its own exquisite agony, but I am not among their number. For
me, a ‘more is more’ kind of a person, I don’t merely want to experience
pleasure. I want to wallow in it – gloriously and gratefully – while it lasts
(Lawson: 2011: a ).
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If this article were to stop here then perhaps the insistence on this being solely a
sexualised perspective on food would hold true; the language is certainly sensual,
and compares the desire for salted caramel to feelings akin to being in love (and
indeed to sexual desire, deferral and gratification). However this is not the only
paragraph in the article, for Lawson goes on to describe the history of salted caramel
(first created in Brittany in the 1970s) and to discuss the effect of ‘the holy trinity of
fat, sugar and salt’ (Lawson 2011) upon the human brain before describing it as
‘Aristotle’s Golden mean in food form’ (Lawson 2011). These are scarcely sexual
allusions whatever your personal taste. The bulk of the article explores food
snobbery:
I can’t help noticing that when you had to go to some recherché French
chocolatier for your salted caramel, those who raved about it felt it
reflected well on their refined and recondite tastes. There’s a certain
embarrassment about their enthusiasms now that Tesco boasts seasalted caramel melting puddings and Asda offers salted–caramel yoghurt
(Lawson: 2011 a).
Here there is no sexual address - Lawson is decrying the elitism of certain foodie
types who only love ingredients when they are expensive, hard to find and out of
reach for many. The other major focus in the article is for those overly concerned
with health - Lawson maintains that the balance of the ‘rogues gallery’ (Lawson:
2011 a) of ingredients is such that it prevents one from consuming too much of it,
making it a pleasurable treat to be enjoyed not reviled. However to read the Mail’s
article one would assume that Lawson had all but rolled naked in caramel before
dictating her experience to slavering journalists.
Lawson herself, whilst obviously not unaware of the effect of her performances and
writing, has a notion as to why some assume her focus is over-whelmingly sexual:
she has astutely remarked that, ‘having an appetite is seen as hearty in a man, but
slightly wanton and lascivious in a female’ (quoted in Alleyn: 2011). Lawson also
claims that when performing on camera, ‘I don’t have a presenting style, I’m just me.
I don’t have the talent to adopt a different persona. It’s intimate, not flirtatious’
(quoted in Ostler 2011). Although this statement seems at odds with the public
perception of Lawson, it is something that Lawson has asserted on several
occasions. There is certainly an element of sexual allure to Lawson’s performance,
enhanced by her immaculate grooming and beauty. However this is not the sole
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focus of Lawson’s work. Indeed, if her assertions are to be taken as truthful, then
they are a secondary concern for the author - her sexual attractiveness helps to sell
her books and maintain her popularity certainly, but it is not the driving force behind
her obsession with food and her desire to share her experiences of it.
Writing in The Guardian Charlotte Raven commented that, ‘I have long been
convinced that Nigella’s iconic status has less to do with her abilities than a desire on
the part of her admirers to invest in what she represents’ (2000). But perhaps the
insistence on Lawson as only a sexualised performer comes from the gaze of those
who watch her rather than those who read her books.
This is not to exclude the sexualised aspect of Lawson’s literary persona, one which
she must be aware of and skillfully uses to obtain interest in her writing and books.
But if Lawson was only to rely on this sexual allure it is doubtful that she would be as
popular as she is with her female readers. A recent visit to Australia had three
women only events amongst her scheduled publicity tour. One of the more notable
events was a breakfast with a two hundred dollar ticket price. This event, which was
recorded so that members of the woman’s networking service Business Chicks could
also watch Lawson answer questions and chat with members present at their leisure,
(for the cost of another twenty five dollars for the privilege) (Business Chicks,
Breakfast with Nigella 2015). Lawson’s frequent references to being too tired to
cook, to having to cater for large, sometimes potentially fractious family events, and
her references to her close – female – friends and her children and the importance of
their role in her life, make her writing far more complex than lazily sexualised, and
these experiences she describes are hardly open to a sexual gaze.
Her texts, then, are usefully examined for their representation of femininity. In almost
all of her written texts the authorial perspective shows a bias that makes it clear that
these are texts written by a woman ostensibly for other women. Lawson uses a
consistent specific female address to her readers, and the themes and concerns of
her own life as a working mother are reflected constantly in her work. The need to
provide food on a regular basis, not only for herself but for her family, is a constant
and even Lawson admits that for all her passion for food sometimes she balks at this
constant demand for meals. She writes in her introduction to Kitchen: ‘I don’t cook
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because I have to but because I want to. Of course there are times when I don’t want
to. But that’s life. Sometimes reality has the edge over romance’ (Lawson 2010: xii).
Lawson’s female address is apparent when introducing this recipe for ‘Vietnamese
Chicken and Mint Salad’ from Nigella Bites (2001):
This is what I make when a temple-mooded girlfriend or two are coming
over not so much for dinner as to talk or moan, as one does during those
chapter meetings of the martyred sisterhood (Lawson 2001: 232).
This type of female conversation that Lawson is describing has the power to strike a
chord with many like-minded female readers, celebrating as it does the relief of
cathartic discussing of grievances. She has also laced her description with enough
wit, both celebrating and poking fun at this type of female discussion, to not alienate
or sideline male readers. Her detailed introductions and explanations of her
motivations to cook can be seen as a literary means of establishing a female
conversation with her readers, one that encourages, inspires and sympathises with
the feminine demands and expectations placed on women.
Lawson is happy to assume her place in the domestic tradition of feminine cookery in
Britain. One of the most obvious ways in which Lawson’s work differs from Oliver’s is
that she is proud of the fact that cookery is associated with feminine behaviour.
However she does not see this as a call to domesticity for all women, and is able to
write with humour, poking fun at domestic expectations for her female readers,
particularly the notion of the sexualised, blissful domestic goddess:
...this book is about feeling good, wafting along in the warm sweet
smelling air, unwinding, no longer being entirely an office creature...Part of
it, too, is a fond, if ironic, dream, the unexpressed ‘I’ that is a cross
between Sophia Loren and Debbie Reynolds in pink cashmere
cardigan...a weekend alter ego winning adoring glances and endless
approbation from anyone who has the good fortune to eat in her kitchen
(Lawson 2000: vii).
Lawson clearly relishes and takes pride in her role as a woman who cooks in the
privacy of her domestic sphere. Although the tone of humour is evident, it is clear
that this is a woman addressing other women, suggesting a means of enjoying what
could be seen from a less accepting perspective as a joyless drudge-like job. There
is a stylised nostalgia for a fantasy domestic represented in the glamorous stars from
the fifties. It is because of this literary idealising of the domestic sphere that some
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critics have misunderstood Lawson’s motivations. Lawson seems to be urging a
return to the domestic sphere for women, but as she explains:
‘To be honest, cooking is the only domestic activity I do,’ Lawson said
from her home in England. ‘The problem is, cooking was downplayed for
so long simply because women did it. When chefs became big, they were
men — and they were being paid. It was all rock ’n’ roll and fabulous. But
as a cook at home, she had no status because she wasn’t being paid. I
felt that was wrong.’ (quoted in Olvera 2007)

Lawson here directly confronts the stereotype that women ‘cooks’ are inferior to their
masculine ‘chef’ counterparts, and in doing so dispels some of the negative reactions
to her work as ‘un-feminist’ (Olvera 2007). She also challenges the relegating of food
practices as un-feminist in a similar fashion:
Equally problematic for Lawson was the female backlash to all things
‘wifely.’
‘So many women claim they ‘don’t cook’ because they’re feminists,’ she
said. ‘Personally, I hate to be helpless. Cooking for yourself is a way to be
independent, to [avoid] relying on an external force like a restaurant or
shop for sustenance.’ (Quoted in Olvera 2007)
The type of stylised fantasy nostalgia, realised through cooking practices as
advocated in How to be a Domestic Goddess (2000), might be labelled ‘Positive
Nostalgia’ (Supski 2013), but in a different manner to that utilised by Smith. Instead
Lawson’s use of positive nostalgia can be seen as one which ‘relies on taking
opportunities in the present; [whilst] implicitly the past is acknowledged’ (Supski
2013: 31). Lawson’s urging for a return to the pleasures of baking and the domestic
in this text was met with resistance by many. Indeed Joanne Hollows asserts that:
The book provoked a huge debate in the press about the relationship
between feminism, femininity and baking, with Nigella being variously
positioned as the pre-feminist housewife, as an antifeminist Stepford wife,
as the saviour of downshifting middle-class career women and as both the
negative and positive product of post-feminism (2003: 180).

The complexity and range of responses to Lawson’s work as catalogued by Hollows
reveals that Lawson’s major appeal is to a wide-reaching and diverse female
readership. However complicated or resistant readers’ responses are to Lawson’s
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literary output, Hollows’ analysis of the range of this readership and the varied
responses as emanating from and about women, illustrates that the general
perception of Lawson’s work - although, of course, her recipes are universal in their
appeal - is that of a woman writing for other women.
Whereas Oliver’s writing is so explicitly linked to the patriarchal influence of his
father, Lawson’s in contrast pays respect to a range of matriarchal figures, all of
whom she names and discusses. Lawson relates her pride in this feminine aspect of
domestic cookery and unlike Oliver does not seem to feel any tension when justifying
her choice of both subject and arena. She feels no need to justify her reasons for
wanting to write from the domestic space despite supposedly ‘feminist’ pressures to
do so.
Lawson utilises aspects of domestic cookery frequently in her work. Comfort food
(food that has the ability to comfort) is a theme that Lawson returns to repeatedly,
and most importantly it is a comfort for the person - woman – whom she presumes is
cooking:
If I’m being honest, for me all food is comfort food, but there are times
when you need a bowlful of something hot or a slice of something sweet
just to make you feel that the world is a safer place. We all get tired,
stressed, sad or lonely, and this is the food that soothes (Lawson 2001:
31).
Here Lawson identifies her own emotional vulnerability, and makes it clear that she
sees it as universal, something that is shared by many, and something which for
many, food can act as a solution to. Comfort food and emotional vulnerability are
often associated with women, and their eating. Bunny Crumpacker writes ‘[c]omfort
food stays fairly firmly on the feminine side of food – eggs, soups, puddings, chicken,
potatoes, ice-creams, sweets: all female food’ (2007: 112). Often too, comfort food,
especially for women, is associated with weakness or with guilt and Lawson does
her best to dispel this notion:
I want comfort food that really does comfort, that feeds me after a long
difficult day and makes me feel good about life rather than making me
want to escape from it…These are recipes for the world as it is, for us as
we are. I can’t always be worrying about how we should be living or
eating. I’m hungry now (Lawson 2007: 163).
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This type of comfort food is supposed to provide solace and cheer when one feels
that one can muster up neither. Lawson avoids associating preparing or consuming
food with the connotations of guilt that Oliver employs, and her approach to the
realities of her life is pragmatic: she wants comfort for the life she is living, not for an
imagined state of bliss that will remain unattainable. Comfort food is also associated
with the domestic; it is easy to prepare and soothing to eat. This aligns the tradition
of comforting food more closely with the term ‘cook’ than the professional ‘chef’.
Hollows claims that:
…the representation of cooking in Nigella’s work starts from the
importance of satisfying and caring for the self rather than others and in
this way offers an alternative mode of representing the pleasures of
domestic femininity ( 2003: 184).

In contradiction to the association of the realm of the feminine domestic as catering
unselfishly to others here it is clear that the person who is in need of the comfort is
the cook (in this case Lawson) herself. She prepares the food that will comfort and
soothe her.

One of the recipes Lawson prescribes as comforting is ‘Chocolate

Fudge Cake’ which she describes as ‘the sort of cake you’d want to eat the whole of
when you’d been chucked…even the sight of it, proud and tall and thickly iced on its
stand comforts’ (Lawson 2001: 47). It is hard given the mythologising of Lawson’s
sexual allure to imagine that she would be ‘chucked’ for anyone else, but the fact
that she chooses to couple the image of a rich chocolate cake with precisely this kind
of experience, removes Lawson from the elevated sphere of sexualised perfection
her image so often presents and also acts to align herself more strongly with her
female readership.

Hollows, remarking on this kind of cookery, observes that,

‘Lawson represents not only a feminine self that eats, but one that is very aware of
what it wants to eat rather than deferring to the needs of others’ (Hollows 2003:
184).
Indeed, Lawson famously consumes her own food on camera, something that her
peer Delia Smith has vowed never to be seen doing. In doing so Lawson removes
herself, however fleetingly, from the state of always ‘cooking for [others]’ (Hollows
2003: 184), and restores the act of cooking as ‘a pleasure in itself’ (Lawson 1998:
135) for herself. She makes no secret of the domestic demands placed upon her as
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a mother, wife and friend, so her acknowledgement of the equal importance of
cooking and eating food which she herself desires, removes her domestic activity
from the category of work exclusively done for others. Supski, in addition to her focus
on ‘positive nostalgia’ refers to the ‘notion of ambivalent nostalgia, which links
directly to women’s cooking’ (Supski 2013: 31).
Home cooking can be linked not just to a positive feminine history of domestic
activity, but also to memories of women tied to endless tedious household tasks and
chores. Cooking for family and friends is often fraught with anxiety as the younger
female attempts recipes from her feminine history, concerned that she will not be
able to cook them well or as well as her female forbears. By referring to comfort food
as a possibility for her female readers, Lawson can be seen to attempt to remove
some of this anxiety, for if the reader is making it for themselves there is no-one to
disappoint if their attempts fail. This also links Lawson’s work to the post-feminist
reclaiming of the domestic sphere referred to by Hollows (2003) as it allows for
cooking to be a pleasurable task enacted for oneself, not a tiresome burden or duty
inflicted upon women because of their gender roles.
Lawson does not hold the puritan-like attitude towards work that Oliver describes as
the inheritance of a patriarchal cooking tradition. Where Oliver places hard work at
the centre of successful cooking, Lawson maintains a much more relaxed attitude - if
shortcuts are available, she, like Smith, urges her readers or viewers to take them.
For Lawson the goal is to enjoy the results, however they are attained.
In a recipe introduction to ‘Chocolate Chocolate Chip Cookies’ Lawson firmly links
eating and reading to their comforting abilities:
Along with chocolate, there is much comfort to be gleaned from reading
cookbooks; this recipe combines two loves by being chocolatey to the
point of madness and having revealed itself to me after a cosy, snuggled
down read of Elinor Klivans’ glorious Big Fat Cookies (Lawson 2007: 190).
This connection is one that Lawson is keen to instill in her readers and goes some
way towards explaining the lengthy narratives which accompany her recipes. They
act to give the reader another perspective from which to enjoy her work. This, the
vicarious nature of food writing, is something that Lawson often alludes to - the
writing itself provides a source of comfort, separate from the food it can provide.
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Lawson recognises that her books can be enjoyed as ‘literary project’ without
actually being ‘cooked from’ consistently, and her admission that she does this with
other authors’ work allows readers who read Lawson for pleasure to do to so without
guilt. This also links Lawson’s work, like Smith’s, back to a feminine tradition of
writing - as examined in Chapter One. By referring back to female authors that have
inspired her, and associating them with the importance of her family legacy of food,
Lawson can be seen to both further and create a feminine tradition of cooking and
writing. But, although in her dedication to a domestic female tradition Lawson acts in
a similar manner to Smith, her perspective is more intimate and personal than
Smith’s.
In addition Lawson is keen to communicate to her readers the value of the literary
experience of reading about food. She describes the act of reading as a consumptive
practice that can also comfort:
There is a more personal reason why this recipe is comforting to me. The
recipe comes from Anna del Conte….and she, beyond any doubt the best
Italian food writer around, is the person I turn to for bolstering and solace.
Just reading her books provides instant, essential nourishment (Lawson
2001: 43).
The fact that Lawson explicitly mentions that reading about food can itself provide a
source of comfort implies that she has intentions for her texts to provide the same or
similar emotions for her readers. It also makes it evident that she feels literature
about food is valuable and worthy of merit. Anna Del Conte has been called ‘my
culinary Mother’ by Lawson (2001: 43), and this provides another example of her
referring back to a feminised legacy of food - one that is as much about writing and
reading as it is about cooking. This links Lawson’s style of writing with Smith’s, as
both women pay tribute in their work to female cooks and authors who have inspired
and taught them.
Although they write from completely different perspectives - Lawson’s matriarchal
literary persona a direct contrast to Oliver’s patriarchal stance – the intended
readership can be seen to be similar for both authors. Oliver’s emphasis on the loss
of cookery skills from ‘mums and nans’ illustrates that he is attempting to bring back
a matriarchal legacy of home cooking, thereby denoting that his instructions and
advice are intended for the – feminised – domestic sphere. The assumption that it is
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mainly women who perform the bulk of domestic tasks such cooking is not
inaccurate. As Caplan states:
Thanks to the influence of the feminist movement there is now a fair
amount of information available on food and gender in the West...strikingly
common patterns emerge from these studies. One such [pattern] is that
provisioning and food preparation remain largely the work of women who
are responsible not only for feeding the family but also for doing so in a
manner which accords with the preferences of its members (Caplan 1997:
9).
But, Lawson’s work raises the question of who cooks for whom? The fact that she
describes cooking as a practice that can be done to satisfy oneself can be seen as a
postfeminist imagining, echoing the views of Hollows (2003) and Supski (2013) of
recognising the role of cooking in the domestic space as one that cherishes and
values a female legacy, whilst allowing modern women freedom of choice as to how
they respond and act within that legacy.
One of Lawson’s key themes, of being able to cook under pressure and still find
some enjoyment from the process, is made more pertinent when applied to what is
often seen as every domestic cook’s nightmare – Christmas. This is a theme that
Lawson explores and revisits for her readers repeatedly, in a similar manner to Delia
Smith. Both women can be seen to recognise that this meal is usually a private
domestic one, and as such people will be expected to cook it for themselves.
Lawson’s female address makes more evident her assumption that it is the women
in the household who will be cooking this meal. In common with Smith, Lawson is
also keen to attempt to alleviate the pressure that is felt by so many at this frenetic
and pressured time of the year, thus she, too, chose to write a book (Nigella’s
Christmas 2008) dedicated solely to the subject of Christmas cookery. In it she
acknowledges the pressure felt by the cook who provides the Christmas feast:
Much as I love cooking and derive more pleasure from cooking and
feeding people than is altogether decent…I know from experience that if
you overstretch yourself, it’s hell for everyone: you suffer, growing more
resentful after every meal; your family ditto, as they bear the brunt of your
probably self-imposed martyrdom (Lawson 2008: 249).
By placing herself at the heart of her comparisons it is obvious that Lawson is
addressing other women, in particular those who take on the bulk of family or
Christmas cooking. The emphasis on ‘your family’ and ‘martyrdom’ also implies that
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she is addressing the mothers or wives of the family unit. This is made clearer in her
introduction to the Christmas day menu: ‘For this is what I made last year, which is –
give or take – what I make every year that follows. It used to be worse, I used to
make two stuffings; now, I concede that one suffices’ (Lawson 2008: 108). Lawson
makes it clear that it is she who will be in charge of this meal, and she who will be
doing the work for it, something she will have in common with many of her female
readers.
For Lawson it would seem that the assumption of the responsibility for food in the
domestic, private sphere is not an act which removes her from power, or a chore she
finds unpleasant. In fact, assuming the responsibility of the Christmas meal allows
her to dictate which traditions and acts become meaningful for her family, as she
also discards those she feels are not significant. The ‘memories’ of her family, the
legacy of this annual period of feasting, are conditions which Lawson and the women
who follow her advice, control and dictate, rendering her and their domestic activity
as more powerful than might at first be realised. This is made clear when Lawson
explains her choice of goose fat to cook potatoes in, despite having invited
vegetarian diners to her Christmas table: ‘I did think about the goose fat….[but] felt
strongly that we’d already given up the pancetta [in the sprouts] so enough was
enough – they have the orzotto’ (Lawson 2008: 108). Although the work may be hard
at Christmas, it is not unrewarding, and indeed it can be a powerful position to adopt
as it means the cook dictates what is cooked and eaten.
Lawson’s advice for Christmas is in many ways less conventional and more relaxed under the circumstances - than Smith’s. She advocates the use of disposable foil
trays to roast the vegetables in order to save washing up, and adds other, nontraditional dishes to the meal, in the form of ‘Butternut Orzotto’ and a hot chocolate
pudding for those who dislike the traditional pudding. All in all, although Lawson’s
approach to Christmas is more eclectic and down to earth than Smith’s, it also
retains a clear sense of pragmatic realism about the stresses and strains involved in
catering for the festive period. Lawson is keen to maintain a sense of tradition,
certainly, but she does so whilst acknowledging the reality of everyday life.
She is also more open to new ideas to make the Christmas feast more interesting
than Smith’s - both to cook and eat - and in a way this reflects the key difference in
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her approach to cooking. Where Smith’s approach is primarily educational and quite
rigid in tone – a time plan that incorporates instructions on when to have a drink and
for how long can hardly be seen as relaxed - Lawson wants to have fun and enjoy
her food and to encourage other women to do the same, whatever the occasion. To
do so she is happy to embrace old traditions, introduce new ideas, and constantly
encourage her readers to participate in whatever amount and type of cooking brings
them pleasure. Her feminine address and her identification with her readers in her
writing for Christmas not only places it firmly in the domestic arena, but acts to
emphasise that she is writing for a primarily female audience.
Janeen Baxter argues that, rightly or wrongly, ‘men and women are socialised into
gender specific roles at an early age’ (Baxter 1992: 167). These socially constructed
roles act to perpetrate the idea that ‘femininity is associated with domesticity [and]
caring for others’ (Baxter 1992: 167). When these domestic roles are associated with
a period that comes loaded with the weight of tradition, the result is often that the
women of the home are expected to perform the domestic role, because this is the
way in which ‘it has always been done’. This division of gender roles can elide the
power inherent in deciding what is to be cooked for whom, as it assumes that all
domestic work is ’menial , boring [and] low status’ (Baxter 1992: 168), something that
Lawson has already asserted is not necessarily the case:
I do think that many of us have become alienated from the domestic
sphere, and that it can actually make us feel better to claim back some of
that space, make it comforting rather than frightening ( 2000: xi).
Lawson’s perspective is that of a woman who cooks for her family, relating her
experiences as naturally as she can without dictating what her readers or viewers
should cook or feed for their families. Her approach seems to emanate authentically
from her own experiences, and therefore seems less dictatorial than Oliver’s
approach. The reader is more convinced that Lawson is speaking from a similar
place to that which they themselves inhabit as she is more open about her failures
and frustrations in coping with her everyday life and getting regular meals on the
table. According to a recent study women are still responsible for the majority of
domestic tasks in Britain. Writing for The Independent Emily Duggan observes that:
Among British women in relationships, 70 per cent say they are mostly
responsible for cooking and food shopping, according to the Global
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Trends Survey 2014 which will be published tomorrow. Although two
thirds of women in the UK are now in employment, 72 per cent say they
do most of the household cleaning. The findings for British women reflect
the international average. Seven in ten women surveyed across 20
countries reported being mostly responsible for the cooking, food
shopping and household cleaning. (Duggan 2014).
Lawson seems far more aware than Oliver that many British women - mothers or not
- enjoy their role in the kitchen. For Oliver the British kitchen and the families who
depend upon it are perilously close to crisis, whereas for Lawson the domestic arena
provides the possibility of pleasure and gratification and is a site from which she
seeks to remove anxiety. She does not see the domestic space as constraining or
restrictive, but instead locates it as a space for creativity and from which the power of
choice can be exercised over eating practices.

5.2:

Public Construction of Literary Persona

Lawson herself is self-aware of the divide between the perceived ‘public’ self she
portrays and the ‘private’ self that is her real life, so much so that she has
commented on what she sees as the difference between her performances and her
life at home. In common with Smith, Lawson’s literary production emanates from the
domestic, private sphere, an arena in which she is utterly confident and, again, in
common with Smith, Lawson is keen to remove her writing from the ‘professional’
public arena of the ‘chef’ and happily asserts that she writes, in part, to enable her
readers to produce food for the home.
Although Lawson obviously has a strong work ethic, as evidenced by her literary
output of a book on an almost annual basis, coupled with the television programmes
and journalistic columns that accompany them, she does not choose to impose her
work ethic upon her readers in the manner that Oliver does. Lawson often focuses
on her tiredness when approaching cooking at the end of the working day, and sees
no virtue in work for work’s sake. Far from feeling the effects of envy for her
aspirational lifestyle from her primarily female readership and audience, her personal
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tragedies of losing many of her immediate relatives - including her first husband and
father of her two children and her mother and her sister to cancer - coupled with her
many candid admissions in her texts that she is very far from perfect, make her a
figure that is empathised with, admired and liked by British women. Upon the
publication of Lawson’s Simply Nigella (2015) Filipa Jodelka wrote about how
protective she felt of Lawson, after her recent divorce and the subsequent exposing
media regarding her private life.

Reviewing her new programme and Lawson’s

distinctive style of presentation Jodelka writes:
From anyone else this sort of chatter would be intolerable, but this is our Nige,
radiant goddess of hearth and home, and I will physically fight anyone who
speaks against her (Jodelka, 2015).
Jodelka is not alone in her sentiments; many have expressed admiration or empathy
with Lawson after incidents in her private life, such as the death of her first husband.
In a recent essay that describes meeting Lawson on a book tour, Stephanie Korden
remarks that while waiting for Lawson she observed that the majority of fans were
much like herself - female and ‘absolutely fascinated with food and the BBC culinary
star Nigella Lawson’ (Korden 2016). She relates her meeting with Lawson in prose
more suited to that of a star-struck teenager, emphasising Lawson unique appeal to
other women:
As a food writer and home cook, I’m delighted and encouraged by her. She’s
beautiful, expressive, engaging, and she loves cooking and eating. But quite
honestly, she’s got a certain mystique that makes her on camera presence
sizzle like hot prosciutto in a pan (Korden 2016).
Although Lawson’s work shares similar themes of family to Oliver’s, the authors write
from completely different authorial perspectives, as can be seen in Lawson’s
acknowledgment of family as a cause of stress as well as pleasure during the
Christmas period. Oliver and Lawson employ the literary representation of their
families in a different manner. Whereas Oliver is concerned with changing the eating
habits of British families in an effort to improve the nation’s health by using his own
family as a role model, Lawson takes the more personal and realistic perspective of
the working middle class mother who feeds her family on a day to day basis. As she
states:
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I know the world is full of good parents who never give their children food
with salt or sugar, and this recipe (among others) proves conclusively that
I am not one of them. Oh and on top of these dietary failings the following
also contains alcohol. There’s really not much to be said by me if these
infractions offend. Is it to the point that this meal seems to be universally
delicious and the work of lazy moments? If the answer is yes, cook on
(Lawson 2010: 38).
It is clear that Lawson is well aware of the agendas and projects of Oliver and his ilk,
and his concerns to strengthen the nation by converting children to good nutritious
eating habits:
I am aware that the record of the recipes I feed to my children may not
chime resoundingly with the dietary wisdom of the day, but I have to say,
I’m just grateful if they are not eating something smelly out of a packet.
Getting teenage children to eat what approximates to a meal is, as far as
I’m concerned, an achievement to be celebrated (Lawson 2010: 38).
Lawson’s perspective is resolutely that of a working mother, albeit one who is
relatively privileged, as opposed to a crusader for family and nation building. Her
children are older than Oliver’s and she has been their primary carer for most of their
life due to the illness and death of her first husband. Lawson’s candidness, that her
family does indeed come first - except for filming schedules, they are her primary
concern - and her, admittedly prolific, work comes second. Lawson writes of making
meals every day for her children, and it is therefore natural that Lawson’s work
emanates from the domestic environment which is the place she inhabits with her
children.
This is in contrast to Oliver’s own admission that he works – away from home during the week, and his wife is left with their children at these times, but that he is
always home for weekends. Oliver’s advice on feeding families is something that he
does not have to practice every day, and indeed only performs on the occasions that
he is home with his family. Lawson is very aware that it is her role to provide food for
her family, as well as write about it as her profession, so therefore she employs the
domestic arena and makes it the space from which to write. Although both authors
use family as a source of inspiration they approach the subject from totally different
perspectives. Lawson’s cannot help but be more realistic, due to her proximity to her
subject.
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It has to be said that the dishes Lawson proposes feeding children are not all
unhealthy, although they do seem to be based on food her children actually enjoy
eating, as opposed to meals she is forcing them to eat in order to maintain good
health. Her children have featured in all of her books, including the ‘Feeding Babies
and Toddlers’ chapter in How To Eat, and in requested recipes from her children
themselves as they have grown older in her subsequent books. In much the same
way that she satirises the fifties notion of the domestic goddess, she satirises the
notion of the idealised family:
I suppose too, I find this - I think many parents do - rather a sensitive
issue. We all cherish that fantasy of the heart-warming family meal when
everyone discusses their day and the table resounds with chat and
loving laughter. Oh dear, please tell me it is a fantasy....My recipes for
children have always taken a strictly autobiographical route. What other
way is there of writing about food? My books can only ever be a record
of what I cook (Lawson 2010: 22).
Lawson is making it clear here that she is not an ‘expert’, not a ‘chef’, just a woman
who needs to cook for her family in the reality of her imperfect life. Emphasising that
she takes inspiration not from experts – such as chefs and restaurants - but from
personal experience, aligns her work more strongly with the domestic sphere from
which she writes. Pat Caplan also is skeptical of the notion of the perfect family
mealtime on an everyday basis, suggesting instead that ‘a “proper” meal may
actually add to its importance once it becomes a less frequent occurrence’ (Caplan
1997: 6). By jokily dismissing the notion of the regular idyllic family meal Lawson
makes her readers, many of whom are in the same position as her, feel as though
she truly does understand the banality of having to be the person always in charge of
dinner, and of not always luxuriating in the experience, however interested in food
she may be. Lawson’s approach and focus can seem in direct contrast to the perfect
family portrait displayed by Oliver in the soft focus idealised pictures and descriptions
of his family featured in his books. Both authors allow their children to be filmed for
their television programmes, but choose to display different aspects of family life.
Lawson’s youngest son is filmed for her programmes having a resistant attitude to
his mother’s food, or openly disobeying her by pouring an immense amount of syrup
onto the pancakes she has just illustrated making for her viewers - to the point that
Lawson is filmed having to wrest the syrup bottle from his hands to prevent him from
pouring any more (Nigella Bites 2002). This is a portrayal of meal times with which
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her readers and viewers would feel more affinity than with Oliver’s representations of
his well-behaved brood.
In other narratives Lawson uses her children’s reactions to her food to illustrate that
she, to them, is just a normal working mother, and not affected in their eyes by the
rarefied sphere of celebrity that surrounds her as the result of her fame:
I made this because my son came back from a sleepover once saying,
‘No offence, Mum, but they made this chicken thing that’s much nicer than
anything you’ve ever cooked’. That’s what I call a challenge. Luckily it
panned out. Of course, since then he’s moved on but that’s children for
you (Lawson 2004: 243).
This passage again has the effect of placing Lawson alongside her readers; she, too,
has experienced her children turning their nose up at her food. It acts in a similar
manner to Smith’s inclusion of mistakes and errors, to more closely align Lawson
with her readers. Post-Oliver’s campaigning to feed children better meals, this is a
situation many working mothers must empathise with. Oliver’s campaign focuses on
health and uses guilt to motivate his readers towards rethinking their eating habits.
Lawson writes herself and her own failings into the picture, giving her readers far
more to empathise. Hollows notes that ‘[w]hile Jamie adopts some of these
characteristics, what remains absent is the sense of anxiety that mothers frequently
experience in relation to the practice of feeding children’ (2003: 239). Lawson clearly
articulates the anxieties of a concerned mother and shares them with her readers,
minimising the space between her own perspective and theirs, and emphasising
that she occupies the domestic space beside and with her readers.
Lawson’s authorial position is placed firmly in the private domestic arena, a space
she prizes for the comfort and solace it offers in modern life. Unlike Oliver she does
not feel the need to preach to her readers and is happy to share with them an
intimate account of how she cooks in her own private life. By expressing an intimate
perspective on the food she cooks and eats she offers a feminised account of
cookery from the private space of the domestic home.
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5.3: Legacy
As previously discussed, Lawson’s writing and her literary persona can be seen as
resolutely sensual and focused on family rather than sexual. In addition she can be
seen to examine the notion of how food might be understood as a cultural tool and
signifier which creates and reinforces ties between people. However this notion of
food as productive of community is explored within Lawson’s writing in the private
domestic arena, not played out in public like Oliver’s large scale social change
projects. Lawson’s idea of community is a private one, she is aware her work is read
by many, but focuses on more small-scale intimate themes in her work: dinner
parties, school fetes, feeding children, wedding breakfasts, and funeral teas – these
are the kinds of events Lawson writes about which will resonate with her female
readers who will encounter the need to cook for similar situations. Lawson writes:
Cooking has many functions and only one of them is about feeding
people. When we go into a kitchen, indeed when we even just think about
going into a kitchen, we are both creating and responding to an idea we
hold about ourselves, about what kind of person we are or wish to be.
How we eat and what we eat lies at the heart of who we are – as
individuals, families, communities (Lawson 2004: vii).
This quote reveals Lawson’s belief that what and how one eats shapes one’s
identity. Lawson is aware that her readers and viewers will imitate and reconstruct
the meals she suggests, therefore the cooking of food as a practice she endorses
actively maintains these ideas of community.
Lawson’s privileged up-bringing and education often lead her critics to raise
questions as to whether or not her work can be viewed as relevant for all readers,
given her own elevated social status. Where Oliver is accused of elitism on the
grounds of his newly acquired wealth, Lawson faces similar accusations on the
grounds of her privileged up-bringing and education. Lawson makes no secret of her
family background, but her writing emphasises the things she has in common with
her predominately female readers - too little time, tiredness, anxiety and the
demands of raising children whilst working. Although Lawson obviously comes from
a privileged space in many ways she seems far more realistic about these demands
than Oliver, for all of his ‘working-class’ credentials, due to her skill at minimising the
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space between herself and her readers. This is key to Lawson’s appeal - her manner
of identifying with her reader, as opposed to preaching at them about what they
should cook.
Lawson’s advice is practical, and her ingredients are – generally - easily available in
British supermarkets. Although some ingredients can be seen as extravagant – and
this is where issues of elitism are sometimes raised - in Lawson’s defence she
usually has practical suggestions for leftovers, and offers suggestions to make the
absolute most out of the more expensive ingredients. Lawson herself comments on
this trait in her cooking by saying: ‘I may sometimes be extravagant, but …I am
never, ever wasteful’ (Lawson 2001: 42). Lawson retains throughout a pragmatic
tone in her approach to cookery writing and her style of cooking: ‘I love the sort of
dinner that you cook without special effort without sacrificing gratification. That’s the
thing really: cooking is simple; you can choose to complicate it, but there’s no need
to’ (2010: 62).
Lawson makes it clear that her inspiration is maternal rather than patriarchal:
The way I cook, more than what I cook is so much a product of the way
my mother cooked before me, and most of what I feel about food comes
from my family. Every time I pick up a pan I am drawing on what I
inherited - cooking is nothing if not about temperament and habit - but
there are some special dishes which I ate either as a child or which have
come from the family kitchen that have a special significance and which I
want to keep alive and pass on (2001: 150).
Although this draws a clear parallel to Oliver’s “Pass It On’ movement for Lawson
the handing down of recipes is a far more intimate act, one carried out in the privacy
of the domestic sphere as a means of maintaining the matriarchal legacy of her own
kitchen. This notion, of retaining the presence of those who have come before you
and maintaining a familial tradition is a recurring theme in Lawson’s work. This link
to loved ones, especially family, is something Lawson feels can be reinforced and
strengthened by cooking. She writes of one recipe, ’[t]his may well be - indeed is the smell, the taste, the dish that says ‘family’ to me and my siblings, and brings our
long absent mother back to the kitchen and the table with us’ (Lawson 2010: 223).
Lawson is keen to use food to provide a bridge from her own family’s past into future
generations, and to maintain links to her feminine past. As discussed in Smith’s
chapter, Supski links this type of cookery with ‘positive nostalgia’ - one which ‘does
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not desire a return to a lost home, place or in this case kitchen or cookbook, but
desires to connect the past with the present, providing a base for future possibilities’
(2013: 38).
Family life provides a major focus for Lawson’s writing; however her approach differs
greatly from Oliver’s. Of this feminine family relationship in food writing like
Lawson’s, Janet Theopano writes:
Although the knowledge in cookbooks reflects a collective enterprise, a
cookbook also reflects the individual woman who created it. When the
subsequent reader is a daughter or other descendant, the heir not only
has inherited a dominion of cultural knowledge about cooking and
household recipes but has received a token of her female kin (2003: 27).
By cooking in the manner of her mother, aunts and sister, Lawson provides an active
means by which these women can be enjoyed and remembered not only by herself,
but by her children, and later their children after them. As these meals become part
of what Supski refers to as the family’s ‘food-making repertoire’ (2013: 31), so the
practices of cooking are given importance and maintained as part of a feminine
domestic history.
Lawson makes much of her mother’s influence in the kitchen, from the motivation to
write her first book, to constant asides to the reader or viewer that she does things in
the kitchen a certain way because she is doing what her mother did before her. In
Kitchen she details a recipe of her mother’s that she calls “My Mother’s praised
chicken”, explaining:
...nothing can ever feel as important to me as my mother’s praised
chicken, which is not merely a recipe, but my family’s culinary fingerprint.
It’s not quite poached, not quite braised and so I’ve settled on ‘praised’which feels exactly right, as for me both cooking and eating it feel like a
devotional act.
This may well be – indeed is - the smell the taste of the dish that says
‘family’ to me and my siblings, and brings our long absent mother back to
the kitchen and the table with us (Lawson 2004: 222-223).
Lawson however is not going to confine herself or indeed any other woman or
mother to the role of drudge in the kitchen and makes it clear that she is perfectly
well aware that not all women either love or like cooking. The notion of every family
having their own ‘culinary fingerprint’ emphasises the notion of food practices having
a personal legacy within the family unit. We all cook and eat foods that link us to our
150

forebears, and may hope in turn that those who come after us will do the same;
certainly this is one of Lawson’s key aims for her work.
Using another example from her own family Lawson is also quick to point out that
although her love of food is a feminine family trait, her love of cooking is not:
When my paternal grandmother died recently, I got all her old battered
cookbooks....In truth I don’t remember her cooking it ever, but then she
took the decision relatively early on in my life that she got vertigo in the
kitchen and therefore, in the interests of health you understand, cooked
rarely (Lawson 2001: 162).
This passage acts to highlight the major difference in Lawson’s and Oliver’s
approach when using the family as the foundation for their writing. Whereas Oliver
seems to dictate what a ‘proper’ family tradition should mean ‘in the kitchen’, Lawson
is more interested in sharing the narratives surrounding food from her family and
using them to inspire and interest her readers in their own food memories and family
recipes. This acts to urge the reader towards the repetition of their family’s food
customs and practices - and hers if they don’t have them – which will subsequently
be adapted, becoming individualised. By publishing these recipes Lawson can be
seen to be detailing the eating habits of a British family, but also to be influencing the
manner in which other British families eat – in a manner again that links her work’s
influence to that of Oliver’s - due to the recipes becoming part of other people’s
family life.
Lawson, however, sees the purpose of food literature differently to Oliver: where he
uses his as a tool to inspire wide-spread change in the cooking and eating habits of
the nation, Lawson takes a more personal perspective: ‘I love these sorts of
domestic diaries, half filled with recipes torn out from papers, the rest a hand-written
mixture of tips passed on by friends or accounts of lunches served to them. Cooking
isn’t just about ingredients, weights and measures: it’s social history, personal
history’ (2001: 162). Lawson recognises and values the importance of the personal,
domestic food history she has inherited from her family but she is not rooted solely in
reviving and maintaining the traditions of the past. By focusing on the desires and
tastes of her children, detailing these demands of and reactions to her food, and
adapting her recipes accordingly, her work encompasses future generations.
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Of course the meals most associated with tradition and legacy in Britain are the ones
cooked for the Christmas period. Although Lawson

shares

Smith’s desire to

recreate customary meals at Christmas, her approach to Christmas differs from
Smith’s significantly in that she does not place the religious significance of Christmas
at the heart of the festivity. Lawson does note the irony inherent to this time of year when both feasting and relaxation are at the forefront of most people’s minds, there
is often little opportunity for either. But her food-writing offers the hope that the act of
celebrating with customary food will itself come to be part of the enjoyment and ritual
of the period:
I do think that part of creating a family life is establishing those shared
rituals, as important as getting those same old familiar box of decorations
for the tree each year…There’s something so warming and reassuring in
knowing that soon this cinnamon sweet smell of baking and oranges will
come to signify Christmas morning to [your family] (Lawson 2000: 277).
Lawson uses food here as many things - an expression of love, of tradition, of
memory and of that capable of reinforcing the ties that form relationships and
happiness. So for all that a baking tradition at Christmas may seem a step too far - a
superwoman type effort - Lawson justifies her reasons for urging her readers to
create room for such a tradition, and explains clearly and practically how to
incorporate this tradition and make it meaningful. This does link and align her with
Smith who also recognises and writes for the expectation that the Christmas period
is not a time for spectacular invention, but a period of cooking familiar foods which
everyone eats generally as part of a celebration meal. Lawson writes:
...I can’t deny that I am, simply put, a heathen. Although I have not been
able to stop myself from writing about the joys - and the stresses, I don’t
dispute - of cooking for Christmas, I felt a certain reserve at interjecting
myself a little too presumptuously into other people’s feast and faith.
But the truth is the Christmas we celebrate in our kitchens is not the
Christmas that is celebrated in church. Yes of course they coincide, and,
for many the latter corroborates and gives meaning to the former, but the
Christmas feasting, the Christmas lights, the carousing and gift giving,
these come from much further back than the birth of Christianity (2008:
vi).
Here Lawson makes certain that her readers are aware that her enjoyment of
Christmas is purely secular. Lawson is Jewish by birth, although she has stated that
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she is not devout on several occasions. She makes her feeling about why she
celebrates this holiday clear:
…it is all this - the belief in hearth and home, the fervent adherence to
ritual and tradition when everything else in the world can make one feel
unmoored, a faith in hospitality and fellow feeling that this book is about
(Lawson 2008: viii).
Having secured her enjoyment of Christmas firmly in the feminised domestic sphere
- as discussed earlier - Lawson sets out in Feast (2004), Nigella Express (2007) and
Nigella’s Christmas (2008) to offer advice on how to negotiate this pressured season
of cookery with her usual feminine address and reassurance that she, too, does not
always get it right. When dealing with the issue of entertaining for large numbers
Lawson uses humour to relieve the pressure for her readers:
This may be a strange thing to say at the beginning of a cookbook, but if
it’s the cooking that makes you not enjoy giving a party, don’t cook. Buy
salame; get cheese...put grissini in jars and regular breadsticks in vases.
But know that, sometimes the act of preparing for a feast, by cooking
simple low-effort food can make you look forward to the party more. I love
to wallow in the Christmas spirit as I get it all underway (2008: 1).
As Lawson states, it is an odd suggestion from a book primarily concerned with
recipes to advise readers to go and buy what they need for a party, but it goes to
show that she is more concerned that her readers enjoy themselves, as opposed to
feeling pressured or anxious. This also reinforces the fact that Lawson believes her
books have a literary function, meaning they can be enjoyed without the pressures
and stresses of cooking from them. Interestingly, when Lawson suggests shortcuts
in this vein, she receives little or none of the criticism that Smith attracted for her
similar suggestions in How to Cheat at Cooking, making it clear that different
expectations have been placed upon each author - certainly in this instance the
expectations of Smith saw her judged more harshly for her avocation of short-cuts
and time-saving ingredients. Lawson is certainly aware of the consumer nature of
modern Britain where every supermarket has an up-market or gourmet range
especially created for time-poor Britons with good taste and money to spend. In texts
such as Nigella Express (2010) she makes it clear that she considers these products
a boon for the modern time-poor cook.
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When it comes to detailing the main meal for Christmas day Lawson also adopts a
time plan, and this could be seen as homage to Smith’s earlier work on the subject.
However the style of the time plan and the manner in which it is introduced differs
completely from Smith’s brisk matter-of-fact reassuring tone:
The Main Event: This is it; the title of the chapter says it all....So to feel a
twinge of anxiety is not a sign of weakness or impending failure. It’s
reasonable. No-one, absolutely no-one, can just breeze through
Christmas Day. I love the whole thing, so I’m not complaining, but I think it
best to accept that it’s going to be a bit of a stretch (Lawson 2008: 105).
Any reader will now be aware of Lawson’s love for all things Christmas, so will
understand that if she says it is going to be tough, then they had better steel
themselves. She directly addresses the anxiety of her reader, but acknowledges that
they have every right to be anxious. The social factor of the Christmas meal is still a
primary concern for Lawson:
What makes Christmas lunch so important is what makes it so fraught;
reader I have one word to say to you, and it is Family. I love to have as
many around me as I can, but I have learnt they need to be leavened.
Why not invite some friends...What you need is the stabilizing effect of the
stranger factor: someone with whom your family doesn’t feel quite at
home enough to behave badly (2008: 106).
This passage although humorous is also realistic, the notion of the ‘perfect’
Christmas, so idolised in literature and film, never really materialises, not for most
people. Oliver’s constant emphasis on the family unit can make family meals that are
less than perfect feel like failures. Family tensions, with the added pressure of
catering for larger than normal numbers, can lead to discord, however wellintentioned the guests. By addressing this directly Lawson makes it clear that
although her major concern is focused on family, and on the nurturing aspect of
feeding families, that she does not romanticise the realities of family life. Unlike
Oliver whose writing assumes all families that are united through food are
harmonious, Lawson is well aware that there are times that family life can sometimes
be the source of stress and discord. This allows her readers to create their own, less
than perfect, Christmases inspired by Lawson’s suggestions but content in the
knowledge that she, too, has encountered family arguments and friction.
All of Lawson’s focus on family ensures that, for all her fame and wide readership,
her literary legacy is one that will be practiced in the intimate domestic space of
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people’s homes. Whether they choose to read her books for pleasure, or cook from
them in their own kitchens, the emphasis is on retrieving the joys of the domestic,
and incorporating these pleasures into personal memories and hence family
histories.

5.4: Conclusion
Lawson writes and performs for her readers from the perspective of a modern upper
middle class British woman who is comfortable and confident writing from her place
in the private domestic arena. She comes across as warm and eager to share any of
her discoveries about food with her readers, for their benefit, as much as to reflect on
the enjoyment she has taken in the meals of which she writes. She is pragmatic and
realistic about cooking from the urbanised domestic space; she often uses short-cuts
and obtains food from her urban environment – such as supermarkets and on-line
shopping unrepentantly. Her focus on family emphasises her belief in the importance
of the continuation of private eating practices. Her writing acts to illustrate her own
personal food legacy and to encourage her readers to create their own sense of a
food legacy by remembering and recreating family recipes and practices from their
own personal histories, by creating their own recipes and practices for later
generations. Lawson identifies strongly with the title of ‘cook’ stressing that she is
self-taught and grounding herself and her writing firmly in the domestic.

Her

feminised perspective and address, as well as her firm positioning in this domestic
space, allow for a feminised reading of her work. This is in almost direct contrast to
the approach taken by the subject of the next chapter - Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall.
Fearnley-Whittingstall is an author who has chosen to renew his relationship with the
land and livestock that provide his food to such a degree that it required a change of
lifestyle, one completely removed from the urban domestic space in which Lawson is
so comfortable.
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Chapter Six: Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall
The best thing about changing your ways with food, moving a little to the left, is that it
involves no sacrifice, no hardship or discomfort. Every step should be a pleasure
with tangible rewards (Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall 2001: 13)
Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s Roast Chicken
Roast chicken is an iconic dish in British culture...It thrives as something loved
for not only what it is, but for what it represents...We live in a world where
convenience, branding and portability dominate our daily food choices and
threaten to overwhelm all sense of tradition, self-reliance and shared
values...Against this background the roast chicken is almost unique among
old-fashioned, home–cooked dishes in its ability to withstand the culture of
instant gratification, and to continue to command the respect and attention of
all...That’s chicken at its best, but, as we all know, there is a flip side. And it’s
a dark side. The bad, sad story of chicken at its worst is perhaps the baddest,
saddest story in the whole sorry business of modern meat production.

1 small but plump roasting chicken, weighing about 1.5-2kg.
100g soft butter.
Generous handfuls of fresh English herbs, roughly chopped.
1 garlic clove, crushed.
½ glass of white wine.
Salt and freshly ground black pepper.
Take off any string or elastic trussing from the chicken, place the bird in a
roasting tin and spread out its legs from the body. Enlarge the opening of the
cavity with your fingers, so hot air can circulate inside the bird. It will cook
quicker like that.

156

Put the butter in a bowl, throw in the roughly chopped herbs and the garlic
and season well with salt and pepper. Mix together with your fingers, then
smear all over the chicken, outside and in.
Place in the centre of a hot oven (210 degrees Centigrade/Gas Mark 6) and
leave for 20 minutes (phase 1). Then baste the chicken, turn the oven down to
180degrees Centigrade/ Gas Mark 4, pour the wine into the tin (not over the
bird) and roast the bird for another 30-40 minutes phase 2) depending on its
size. Open the oven door, turn the oven off and leave the bird for 15-20
minutes depending on size. This is usually enough time to roast a small
chicken without burning the skin (the reason I prefer small birds for roasting).
Forget about gravy. Carve the bird in the tin, as coarsely and as crudely as
you like (no wafer thin breast slices please) letting the piece fall into the
buttery pan juices and letting the fresh juices from carving mingle with the
rest. Then take the tin to the table and pass it round your family or guests in
the pecking order of your choosing, so they can pull out the bits they fancy.
Pass it round a second time, to help redress grievances and encourage the
further and fairer distribution of the juices.
Accompaniments? Roast potatoes would be de trop. A green vegetable would
probably go un-noticed. Some good bread to mop up the juices would be
appreciated, while a leafy salad, produced only after your guests have
demolished the chicken, might assuage a few guilty consciences FearnleyWhittingstall 2004 :246).
Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s version of roast chicken displays several features of
his food writing. The value he places on tradition is evident, but so too, like Lawson,
is his ability to alter or change aspects of traditions he feels are outdated or
cumbersome. His adherence to the importance of ethically reared meat when
choosing ingredients is plainly flagged, as is his notion that a strong heritage of
cookery is something to be proud of in Britain, and something he is keen to maintain
and carry forward. He writes with little detail or explanation, and his recipes are often
more suited for experienced cooks who can work effectively with the sometimes
vague instructions he provides. Fearnley-Whittingstall is keen to instil an almost
purist, enjoyment of meat for the table; in this recipe he focuses solely on the
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chicken, and is loath to introduce the most basic of accompaniments to avoid
removing the focus from the bird. Fearnley-Whittingstall is keen to embrace
‘traditional’ - in comparison to the horrors of modern day factory farming - methods to
produce meals suited for the modern era, composed of ingredients attainable by
most Britons in the twenty-first century.
In a similar fashion to Lawson, Fearnley-Whittingstall begins his recipe with a lengthy
introduction. He uses his introduction to laud the roast chicken as a meal which
represents traditional values, one that cannot be quickly made or mass produced
(clearly he has by-passed the barbecued chickens available from every supermarket
which are ready to eat immediately). To him it is one of the few meals that people
still cook at home on a regular basis, so it is crucial, because of its popularity, that
the birds purchased for the recipe are free-range.
Unlike Oliver, there is no concession to his reader’s budgets and this can make him
seem elitist. His quantities are exact, apart from his insistence on ‘English herbs’
(Fearnley-Whittingstall 2004: 246), which is, to be frank, a little vague and slightly
baffling. His instructions for cooking the bird are detailed and full of explanations as
to why they are included: ‘Enlarge the opening of the cavity with your fingers, so hot
air can circulate inside the bird. It will cook quicker like that’ (Fearnley-Whittingstall
2004: 246). He is less precise than Smith, urging his readers to ‘smear’ (FearnleyWhittingstall 2004:246) the flavoured butter all over the bird, which makes the act
seem messy and unexacting. He also overly complicates his recipe by using
arbitrary phases, which he creates as a means of understanding the roasting
process, and making his style unique, but which aren’t strictly necessary.
He is very commanding, ordering his readers to ‘Forget about gravy’ (FearnleyWhittingstall 2004: 246), and after telling them to carve the chicken ‘as coarsely and
as crudely as you like’ ( Fearnley-Whittingstall 2004: 246) - which again adds to the
air of organised chaos in his kitchen - illustrated when he instructs the size of the
sliced chicken - a command which even given the politeness with which it is issued
is very clear on what not to do when carving the chicken.
When he comes to discussing the serving of the bird he again can come across as
elitist and upper class: ‘Pass it round a second time, to help redress grievances and
encourage the further and fairer distribution of the juices’ (Fearnley-Whittingstall
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2004:246), is clearly an elaborate manner of saying, ‘make sure everyone has what
they want’, but his education and skill with language are clear from his chosen
instruction.
6.1:

Gender

As discussed in Chapter Two, the early period of the 21st century brought about a
shift in the manner in which food came to be understood and written about in Great
Britain. Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall would become one of the most vocal and
notorious food-writers and performers who argued for a change of thinking regarding
the relationship between Britain and its food. In the early 1990s British food
production came under fire for many reasons, one of the most notable of which was
the Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (B.S.E) more commonly known as Mad Cow
disease. The disease was the direct result of feeing cows intended for consumption
the remains of their own species.
The disease was transmittable to humans who ate the affected parts of the animal
(the brain tissue and spinal cord), remnants of which were present in cheaper
products where the carcasses of the animals were literally hosed down to obtain
every skerrick of usable meat. As of 2015 there have been 177 deaths due to the
human strain of the disease - Variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (vCJD) (Buchanan
2015). Fearnley-Whittingstall was one of the first writers to directly address the
complicated issues surrounding B.S.E and offer solutions to correct the system that
had caused the spread of the disease into the human food chain in his series of
popular River Cottage texts. Although the information had been available to those
who were interested in the subject from a variety of sources in the media, FearnleyWhittingstall’s version was easy to comprehend, clearly laid out and offered the
reader, or viewer, a number of ways to improve their eating and consumer habits to
make them more ethically sound.
The type of lifestyle advocated in Fearnley-Whittingstall’s texts – that of the ethically
aware, ‘green’ consumer - has grown in popularity from marginal beginnings,
reserved for the health conscious, the wealthy and those who have a specific interest
in animal welfare, to practices that many people in Britain are at least aware of, and
engage in, to some extent. Sue Quinn wrote of this larger acceptance when she
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stated ‘[s]ome retailers such as Waitrose, Sainsbury’s, the Co-op and Marks &
Spencer, no longer sell eggs from caged birds’ (Quinn 2015), in part because of
consumer demands. Fearnley-Whittingstall’s major concern is that the treatment of
large scale factory farmed reared animals is inherently wrong, and for him it is
because this treatment is both morally and ethically wrong, not only because of the
inferior products such methods produce, that there needs to be change throughout
Britain in the treatment of these animals.
Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall was born in London in 1965; he attended Eton and went
on to study philosophy at St Peter’s College in Oxford (Rivercottage.net 2008). A
brief period of working as a sous-chef for the River Café in 1990 resulted in his
dismissal for, according to him, ‘being messy’ and ‘lacking discipline’ (FearnleyWhittingstall: 2009 a). The dismissal affected his confidence – albeit briefly - but led
to him re-evaluating his future career. He comments that: ‘At no point did I ever
make a career plan, but I was always keen to write and interested in food, so it was
pretty obvious [where I would end up]’ (quoted in Brockes: 2006).
Initially, Fearnley-Whittingstall worked as a free-lance journalist, writing articles about
food which were then published in various venues including The Evening Standard,
The Sunday Times and the satirical magazine Punch. His success in these columns
led to the opportunity to publish his first cookbook in 1994, entitled Cuisine Bon
Marche. Whilst promoting this early book, he was spotted by producers from
Channel Four, and subsequently signed up to produce both television programmes
and books for them. The first of these was the programme, A Cook on the Wild Side.
Interestingly although Fearnley-Whittingstall employed the term ‘cook’, his
performances made it clear he was a ‘chef’ in his cookery skills and his ability to
work with arcane ingredients in ‘traditional’ recipes.
This early performance is where Fearnley-Whittingstall can be seen to begin to gain
his reputation for eccentricity and a certain recklessness when it came to his food
choices. In particular he gained notoriety in this series for his habit of utilising
animals killed in traffic accidents (‘road-kill’) for his recipes. This reputation for
eccentricity was to be cemented in his second series, also commissioned by
Channel Four, TV Dinners, which was broadcast in 1997. In one notable episode he
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used a human placenta as the main ingredient for a dish to be served at the naming
day of the baby associated with the unusual ingredient. As Lynn Barber relates:
He made it into a pate that was much enjoyed by the baby’s family and
friends. But it caused huge outrage in Daily Mail-reading circles who
seemed to equate it with cannibalism (I don’t know why and neither does
he)…he got fed up with being known as the man who ate the placenta
(2004).
One thing is certain, a man educated in the manner of Fearnley-Whittingstall would
be aware of the taboo against eating a human placenta, and equally aware of the
large amount of publicity that could be generated by doing so. The publicity that
arose from this episode rendered what could have been seen as another standard
attempt to record the diversity of food around Britain, a highly discussed and popular
programme. Fearnley-Whittingstall’s desire to try unusual ingredients lent an air of
risk and recklessness to the programme, and certainly gave these performances a
macho quality - in part due to the active hunting and gathering aspect to the
programmes. The success of both of these early television series, and the books that
accompanied them, gave Fearnley-Whittingstall the confidence, and more
importantly the power and influence, to pitch an idea for a programme, with an
accompanying book to follow, based on his attempts to live a more ‘organic’ lifestyle.
The River Cottage series of books and programmes and its accompanying website
have cemented Fearnley-Whittingstall’s reputation as a dedicated campaigner for a
more sustainable and ethical approach to producing food in Britain. Indeed FearnleyWhittingstall’s major aim would appear to be the transformation of both food
consumption and production methods to create a more ethical future of eating
practices.
Clearly Fearnley–Whittingstall’s major ambition is to educate his readers about the
ethical and moral qualities essential to food-related practices and he employs a
distinct literary style to do so. The language he employs acts to politicise cooking
and eating, removing the ‘naive’ intimacy evident in Lawson and Smith. This also
acts to make his address masculine, as – in a manner similar to Oliver – this style of
writing ensures he writes to the domestic sphere instead of from it.

Fearnley-

Whittingstall makes clear that he does not want his book to be a passive read but
rather a source of practical inspiration that motivates the reader. This type of active
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engagement, which is not solely confined to the domestic sphere but focused on
activities such as growing food, hunting animals, raising livestock and foraging for
wild food, further masculinises his literary persona by removing much of his activity
to do with food outside of the domestic and engaging in hard physical labour:
This book is not meant to end up stopping doors, pressing flowers, or
being used as a stepladder to reach the highest shelf. It is a manual not a
tome…How much of this book you incorporate into your life is up to you.
But if all you do is grow a few herbs in a window box, start a compost
heap, make nettle soup once a year or try a free-range goose instead of a
Christmas turkey, you will already, I hope, have got your money’s worth
(2001: 12).
Although Fearnley-Whittingstall could not make it clearer that he expects his readers
to learn from and use his books, Rebecca Bramwell argues that in reality for many
these books serve a different purpose. She remarks: ‘it might not be quite as
consciousness raising to read about someone else’s experiences of hunting and
gathering, but it’s the next best thing, given that it is unlikely you’re going to pursue
these activities yourself’ (Bramall 2011: 76). Bramwell’s statement makes it clear that
the reality of how Fearnley-Whittingstall’s books are enjoyed by his readers may not
always match up to his expectations. This statement also recognises the masculine
perspective of Fearnley-Whittingstall’s work with the focus on ‘hunting and gathering’
which are activities located outside the domestic arena. He strives, in a similar
manner to Oliver, to seek food-related activities outside of the domestic sphere in
order to liberate himself and his work from its perceived constraints.
Fearnley-Whittingstall’s masculinised, politicised address - his call to arms if you like
- is evident in this passage:
We can affect change because we still have a choice. And in truth that
choice is far bigger than any of us realise. Because, in fact, in terms of the
way we purchase or acquire our food, each household or family unit
operates on a ‘food acquisition continuum’ (a phrase I’ve just invented)
from at one end (the far right if you like), total dependence on the
industrial retailers to, at the other end (far left) total self-sufficiency (2001:
11).
The language used here makes it clear that Fearnley-Whittingstall is still thinking of
this relationship between consumers and cooks

as political - he compares the

different stances such as dependence on supermarkets as ‘the far right’

for

instance, in language more usually employed for political campaigns and affiliations.
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This acts to remove Fearnley-Whittingstall’s authorial position from the domestic
sphere, lending it masculine authority in its technical terms and tone. This also
removes the act of buying and cooking for one’s family from the domestic realm. The
fact that he is acting as an advisor to the domestic sphere further removes him from
it and masculinises his stance. Bramwell links Fearnley-Whittingstall’s perspective to
one of:
Anti-consumerism [which] has been described as a ‘widening popular
discourse on the problems of contemporary consumerism’ which can be
traced ‘in a variety of popular spheres rather than simply through activism
or policy’. Anti consumerist practices ‘resonate with each other across
their shared regard for the consumer market as an obstruction to some
other ethical, moral, political social or cultural objective’ (2011: 69).
This theme of anti-consumerism further removes Fearnley-Whittingstall’s writing from
that of Smith and Lawson, both of whom embrace urban supermarkets for the
shortcuts they can supply the modern cook. Fearnley-Whittingstall seems to have far
higher expectations of his readers, particularly in relation to the number of his aims
they can incorporate into their lives. This does make it clear that he sees his lifestyle
as an all-consuming job, but it is a job that would not allow time for much else – such
as child rearing, or a more conventional 9-5 occupation. This further distances him
from Smith and Lawson’s female authorial position as it lacks their pragmatic and
practical domestic address.
When Fearnley-Whittingstall acts in a manner different to this masculinised
perspective, it also acts to highlight his more usual masculine style by revealing a
sharp contrast, as for example when viewers are witness to a visibly distressed
Fearnley-Whittingstall in his series Hugh’s Chicken Run as he has to cull the birds in
order to relieve their suffering. He begins to cry on camera and states, ‘I just don’t
want to kill another bird today, honestly what kind of animal could be happy living in
a place like this’ (quoted in Simpson (dir) 2008 Ep 2). This emotional, some could
argue feminised, display for the mistreated birds is in sharp contrast with the hardhitting masculinised approach that Fearnley-Whittingstall takes by embarking on a
project where he would have to slaughter the birds he reared.
The website he set up to accompany these documentaries suggests that FearnleyWhittingstall has reviewed this emotional response and later negotiated it and written
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a solution in keeping with his masculine literary persona. On this forum the battery
farmed bird’s plight is described thus:
Standard intensive chicken is usually the cheapest on the shelf. It comes
from farms where chickens are reared in barren and crowded sheds with
no outdoor access, no natural daylight and little room to move freely.
These birds grow unnaturally fast and often suffer from painful leg
disorders, breathing disabilities, ammonia burns and lung or heart failure.
(Chickenout.com 29/12/2013).
The language used to describe the living conditions of these birds is direct and
factual. In contrast to the charming literary persona he normally presented in his
programmes, the writing is clinical, almost scientific and notably different to the
highly emotional response in his television performance. The plight of the chickens is
written in language more befitting a text-book of rather dull instructions and is short
and to the point about the cruelties inflicted upon the birds. In contrast to his usual
literary descriptive style it is almost as though, in his disgust for the process that
produces this type of meat, Fearnley-Whittingstall has removed himself from the
description of the conditions he is campaigning against. He uses simple,
uncomplicated terms that can be easily understood, and his language and address
here is masculinised by its evident lack of emotion, its scientific tone and its direct
address.
Fearnley-Whittingstall has chosen to adopt a wide-scale masculinised public
approach to his work in order to affect large-scale political and social change for
animal welfare. As such he removes himself from the domestic arena, even though
that is the intended audience for his work, so that he can educate his readers with
weight and authority. This removal from the domestic arena emphasises his
masculine position. Fearnley-Whittingstall includes a number of techniques to ensure
this position is seen to be valid, including: politicised and clinical language, hardhitting documentaries and a number of public projects across a range of media. All
of these act to remove him from the domestic sphere completely, emphasising his
masculine address when he reports on his findings to influence practices within it.
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6.2: Public Construction of Literary Persona
Fearnley-Whittingstall, in common with Oliver, takes a masculinised authorial
position, emphasised by his writing to the domestic from a more visible and
politicised space outside of it. Fearnley-Whittingstall’s performance of his persona is
complicated by the documentary style programmes he utilises to get his message
across to his readers and viewers. In these Fearnley-Whittingstall chooses to cook
and demonstrate his recipes in the professional kitchen studio he has built at River
Cottage HQ, and accompanies his recipes with filmed monologues from a range of
outdoor locations. These programmes would appear to reveal a fly-on-the-wall style
perspective of his struggles and triumphs as he works towards his more ethical
manner of eating. However, these series do not feature Fearnley-Whittingstall’s wife
or children – he does not utilise family in the same manner as either Oliver or
Lawson, and indeed, as he doesn’t film his home life, it would be much harder to do
so. These series then, despite appearances to the contrary are highly edited and
altered versions of his life(style).
These reality television style documentaries and the book that accompany them act
to publicise Fearnley-Whittingstall’s intended message and themes of improving the
welfare of animals used for food to a large and wide-ranging audience. In a manner
similar to Oliver, Fearnley-Whittingstall is attempting to affect large-scale social
change by publicly raising awareness of these issues to as many people as possible.
The key difference in each man’s political concerns would seem to be that FearnleyWhittingstall seeks to address the ethical and moral concerns of food production
whereas Oliver is more concerned with the health of the nation.
When Fearnley-Whittingstall addresses other families in Britain regarding the
changes he feels are necessary, this divide - between the public campaigner and the
private father - becomes more apparent. Fearnley-Whittingstall writes of what he
thinks is the key problem for many - that of refusing to make the connection between
cheap food and the animals utilised in this cheap food’s production:
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We have a problem as a nation…Somehow we’ve decided that food is a
really good area to save money in. We spend less of our household
income on food than any country in Europe. I completely sympathise with
families on a very tight budget, but at the same time intensive farming
forms 95%of the chicken that we eat. There are millions of us who are
buying cheap chickens who could easily afford free-range (quoted in
White 2007).
This is an example of where Fearnley-Whittingstall’s writing can come across as
elitist, a common criticism of his work. His fellow chef Marco Pierre White reacted
angrily to Fearnley-Whittingstall’s pleas for all in Britain to make the switch to free
range or organic birds by stating:
I think everyone buys with their pocket, if everyone could afford organic
we would go and buy organic. But there are a lot of families in this country
who only earn 20-25K a year gross and they’ve got three children to bring
up. It’s a cheap punch and let’s be honest, if every chicken was free range
we would be driving down the motorway seeing millions of chickens – we
haven’t got enough land for all these chickens. I think certain people
should just get a life, and go back to where ever they came from. Chicken
is chicken (White quoted in Wilkes: 2008).
Fearnley-Whittingstall’s earlier comments leave him open to such criticism.
Completely sympathising with families on a tight budget is not the same as actually
having to restrain oneself to the same budget. This type of language has the effect of
making resistant readers or viewers of Fearnley-Whittingstall feel patronised – is
Fearnley-Whittingstall saying he pities them from his elevated authorial position? In
removing himself from the domestic sphere Fearnley-Whittingstall also increases the
distance between himself and his readers. Fearnley-Whittingstall attempts to
introduce the idea that ‘in reality’ the number of readers who could easily afford freerange chicken is a large majority of ‘millions’.This gives the impression that the
change in consumer habits he feels is necessary is easily achievable. The clear subtext is that if all these ‘millions’ of consumers chose to buy free-range birds then the
industry standard of the chicken market as a whole would be forced to alter. This,
however, does not make it any easier for families who do not operate on the budget
of Fearnley-Whittingstall himself, nor does it take into account that other families with
both parents working may be too time-poor to rear their own animals for the table, or
afford organic free range food on the regular basis Fearnley-Whittingstall wishes to
encourage.
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The initial series, Escape to River Cottage and Return to River Cottage, first
broadcast in 1998, were whimsical and often comical in tone as they detailed the
efforts of Fearnley-Whittingstall to dedicate himself to growing his own fruit and
vegetables and rear his own animals in order to escape the ‘rat-race’ (Baring. (dir)
1999: episode 1) of city living and to lead a life more in touch with the food on his
plate. He explained the beginning of the project thus:
It is not true as some critics have conjectured that River Cottage is just a
film set. I first rented the cottage, more or less with weekending in mind,
two years before we began filming there, and right away I started making
space in the garden for vegetables. But when Channel Four agreed to let
me make a series based at the cottage, I couldn’t believe my luck. I would
actually get to live there something close to full time. I could keep
chickens, raise pigs and expand my vegetable plot. Before long the
phrase ‘sure beats working for a living’ sprang regularly to mind (FearnleyWhittingstall 2001: 12).
The accompanying book – The River Cottage Cook Book (2001) which followed the
second series, Return to River Cottage (2001) - was more serious in tone, and
contained

greater

explanation

of

Fearnley-Whittingstall’s

motivations

and

philosophies. In his introduction he explained:
There are two reasons why you may want to buy this book…I hope this
book will help you to maximise the pleasure you get from food and
minimise, or even eliminate the rubbish.
The second reason is more political. This book is written with a strong
awareness that our current food production system leaves a great deal to
be desired. Most of the meat we eat comes from intensively farmed
animals who led miserable lives and are fed on inappropriate diets… I
don’t like that and I know more and more people who feel the same
way….It’s political because if there are enough of us we can start to
change the way things are done (Fearnley-Whittingstall 2001: 10).
Here Fearnley-Whittingstall lays out for the reader his two major incentives for this
life project -

firstly that food should provide one with pleasure on a daily basis and

not just become a series of repetitive, dull ‘ready meals’ eaten out of boredom, duty
or laziness. However his second reason is perhaps more important, that being the
degree to which he sees his project as ‘political’, as one he wants to ‘start to change
the way things are done’ in Britain regarding the ethical production of its food.
Issues and accusations of elitism cannot be ignored when analysing any of FearnleyWhittingstall’s writings and performances and these accusations highlight the divide
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between him and his readers brought about, in part, by his distance from the
domestic sphere. Some of these accusations arise because of FearnleyWhittingstall’s privileged up-bringing and upper-class mannerisms and speech. He
attended Eton and went on to read philosophy at Oxford. This can be seen to affect
his work, as Emma Brockes comments: Fearnley-Whittingstall is concerned with
‘more than healthy eating, it’s [more] about philosophical issues arising from how
squeamish and ignorant we have become about basic food production’ (Brockes
2006). Fearnley-Whittingstall’s education has provided him with the sophisticated
grasp of language and ideas as well as the skills to best get these ideas across to
his wide range of readers and viewers. Lawson has a similar background, but her
firm place in the domestic sphere and her identification with her readers reduces the
space between herself and her readership, and thus aids her in avoiding as many
criticisms of elitism. But similar education and privileged upbringing fuel FearnleyWhittingstall’s detractors’ claims of elitism and of being removed from the practical
concerns of the lives of his readers. Fearnley-Whittingstall’s emphasis on timeconsuming activities such as animal husbandry also attract these criticisms many of
his readers simply could not afford either the time or expense entailed in the
ventures he writes so passionately about.
Fearnley-Whittingstall is aware of this accusation of elitism, and on several
occasions has directly addressed it, for instance when asked how he could justify
urging his readers towards buying more expensive organic and free-range produce
Fearnley-Whittingstall defended himself thus:
There are two aspects to the price question, there’s the ‘it’s alright for him,
he’s double barreled, went to Eton, has a nice farm in Dorset and a cushy
job on the telly, he can afford free-range chicken’ O.K. even if we accept
that argument surely 30 or 40 percent could afford to buy free range
chicken when actually it is only a tiny proportion of us who do [buy them].
Less than 5 percent of chickens [bought] are free range in this country
(quoted in Seal 2008).
Here Fearnley-Whittingstall directly confronts those who claim that he does not
understand the reasons that not everyone in Britain can embrace an organic, freerange lifestyle, as he has done, due to economic circumstances that are different
from his own. In his response Fearnley-Whittingstall is astute enough to
acknowledge his position, explaining he knows he is relatively privileged before

168

arguing that, if taken logically, the only reason that prevents people from buying
more expensive organic, free-range poultry is cost - which of course makes it clear
that he does not feel it is the sole reason, for there are many who do not buy freerange who are similarly placed in a position of comparative wealth and privilege. The
actual basis for the resistance is, according to Fearnley-Whittingstall, a refusal to
understand the issues at the heart of food production in Britain. He states: ‘Animal
welfare isn’t a class issue or an economic one, it’s an ethical issue and people on
very low incomes have ethics’ (Seal 2008). This moves the argument away from
issues of cost and budgets and places the argument within the sphere of values. But
it also acts to separate Fearnley-Whittingstall from these readers with ‘low-incomes’
as he is speaking about them not with them.
As he moves from initial River Cottage projects, Fearnley-Whittingstall takes a far
more public, celebrity-style persona for his later projects, Hugh’s Chicken Run series
and the accompanying Chicken Out website. He would appear to have recognised
that he has the power of celebrity status to be more hard-hitting in his approach in
order to obtain the desired result from his audience. He gives his name to the
project, knowing that this will make it instantly recognisable. Fearnley-Whittingstall
separates these projects - deliberately it would seem - from the River Cottage
projects in order to ensure that his readers and viewers recognise the seriousness of
his aims. He also would appear to have recognised the reality of the fact that his
performance will be watched by far more people than would either usually visit a
website dedicated to food or animal welfare, or buy or read his books. Therefore
although The River Cottage Meat Book could be seen as an extremely successful
and influential text, Fearnley-Whittingstall would appear to have acknowledged that it
has a limited and specialised readership.
In the television series Fearnley-Whittingstall decides the only way he can illustrate
to his readers and viewers just how terrible the conditions are in battery poultry farms
is to set one up for himself. He explains why he feels he has to do this, as obviously
contributing further to animal ill-treatment is very far removed from his own personal
philosophy:
You’ve got chicken farms with barbed wire all around them, which is not
necessary to keep the birds in…We tried to get access to the industry but
approaches were shut down pretty quickly. I really wanted people to
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understand how this was done, and indeed if I wanted to fully understand
it myself I had to raise at least one crop of standard birds according to
industry regulations. It was a scaled down experiment. Mostly there’s
20,000 to 40,000 birds in a shed. We scaled that down to ten per cent, we
raised 2,500 birds (Channelfour.com 2008).
It is evident that in describing his motives Fearnley-Whittingstall wants his readers
and viewers to be aware that there is something sinister about the manner in which
battery birds are farmed. By telling them that ‘you’ve got chicken farms with barbed
wire all around them, which is not necessary to keep the birds in’, he immediately
implies that these measures have been taken to keep the public away from this type
of farming, as though it is so terrible that they simply could not bear to witness it. It
conjures up imagery of concentration camps, where the worst abuses were carried
out in secret, heavily guarded places. It lends an air of an investigative journalistic
expose as Fearnley-Whittingstall removes these practices from their secrecy and
reveals them to the public gaze.

This also places Fearnley-Whittingstall’s

investigation in dangerous terrain, emphasising the masculine quality of his bravery
in exposing these conditions. Although the ‘experiment’ that Fearnley-Whittingstall
embarks on is ‘scaled-down’ it still leaves viewers in no doubt that the conditions
suffered by the birds - who he refers to as a ‘crop’, further removing them from their
original desired status as birds who have natural behaviours - are pretty grim.
This series provides a ‘hard’ alternative to the ‘soft’ and affectionate perspective that
was employed in River Cottage, further masculinising Fearnley-Whittingstall’s stance
as he undertook unpleasant and even cruel tasks – such as over-crowding chickens
into the chosen space and slaughtering them. Even though Fearnley-Whittingstall is
keen to emphasise that this is a ‘scaled-down’ version of a real battery chicken farm
it obviously goes against all of his principles to embark upon this project. Yet he still
does so, ensuring his heroic status is given a martyred quality, whilst not utterly
compromising his principles – his readers and viewers are aware that he hates the
process of mistreating these birds, but does so in an effort to educate the public.
Fearnley-Whittingstall himself described the series as ‘hard-hitting’ (Simpson (dir)
2008: episode 3),

emphasising its masculine approach, and this can be seen as a

direct and calculated contrast to the tone of his early River Cottage series which
were, for the most part, comedic and charming. The birds who were part of the
intensive experiment were filmed sitting in their own excrement, with balding
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plumage and oversized bodies. By comparison the free-range chickens were the
picture of health, and looked happy and contented as they pecked around their
pasture, complete with ‘toys’ such as discarded compact discs which they could use
to entertain themselves. It may seem simplistic, the parallels so obvious that
revealing them at all in such a visual medium could be considered a cheap trick,
however Fearnley-Whittingstall was attempting to reinforce his belief that careless or
thoughtless shopping on the part of the viewer was leading directly to these animal
husbandry abuses. This was illustrated by Fearnley-Whittingstall being filmed
outside supermarkets attempting to illustrate to shoppers how small a space battery
hens had to live in by handing them a piece of A4 sized paper and telling them that
that was the room an adult chicken had to live in (Simpson (dir) 2008: episode 1).
The apparent lack of compassion from shoppers, who still chose to buy the cheaper
chicken, persuaded Fearnley-Whittingstall to set up his own ‘experiment’. In doing so
he can be seen to urge consumers towards:
Practicing responsibility by supporting farmers engaged in practices
characteristic of this virtue. This means that consumers must research
where their meat is coming from, what the animals were fed, how the
animals lived and were killed, how their flesh was processed, stored and
shipped (Haile 2013: 89).
In describing the ‘welfare problems’ which cause illness in factory-farmed birds,
Fearnley-Whittingstall subtly gives the impression to his readers that the meat that
arises from this cheap system is somehow tainted and distasteful. He does not say
so directly but, by telling us of sick and lame birds and other health problems, the
meat immediately becomes less appealing: how many of these culled animals make
their way to the plate? Fearnley-Whittingstall does not specify what exactly happens
to these diseased birds, so the reader is left with an image of a sickly ailing flock, but
one that is still intended to be eaten. One would have to be pretty ruthless or
oblivious, to reach mindlessly for a battery chicken after reading these facts, and that
is exactly the effect Fearnley-Whittingstall is attempting to have on his readers and
viewers.
In terms of a public conversion project, the results of Hugh’s Chicken Run indicate
that it was initially successful. Sales of both free-range eggs and chickens rose in
supermarkets in Britain and, as previously discussed, seven years later there are
several large supermarket chains that no longer sell eggs produced under ‘battery
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farmed’ conditions. Fearnley-Whittingstall took the extraordinary, for him, step of
praising the supermarkets that had improved their standards, due in part to his
campaigns:
It’s now two months since the end of Hugh’s Chicken Run, and we seem
to have made a difference. Waitrose says sales of free-range chickens
are up by 22% and organic is up by 39%. Asda plans to stock 25% more
free-range chicken by the end of May, and 50% more by the end of
September. Somerfield says free-range chickens are up by 50% and
sales of ‘higher welfare’ fresh poultry are up by 40%. So far so good. But
now it’s time to tackle Tesco again (Fearnley-Whittingstall 2008 b).
Fearnley-Whittingstall decided that his next project was to take on Tesco directly and
force them to re-evaluate their stance on animal welfare, particularly in regard to
chickens. He filmed a documentary entitled Hugh Takes on Tesco, in order to lobby
the supermarket for changes in their policies regarding the manner in which chickens
were reared by the producers who supplied the company. To illustrate the changes
he wanted the large supermarket to implement, he visited and was filmed visiting two
intensive chicken farms - the first a standard battery farm, the horrors of which
viewers were well aware of his opposition to. However the second farm was one
which was approved by the RSPCA. The website set up by Channel Four to
accompany the series explained the major differences in the farming methods:
To meet RSPCA approved standards Freedom Food sheds must have a
lower stocking intensity, access to natural light and additional features that
let the birds express their natural characteristics like perching and dustbathing…Hugh is still a free-range foodie, but the Freedom Food system
impressed him (Channel4.com 2009).
Fearnley-Whittingstall’s writing in his River Cottage books and projects remains
relatively uncompromising, but in these wider scale projects Fearnley-Whittingstall
seems able to concede that smaller changes with less cost to the consumer will have
a wider impact on the welfare of chickens raised for food in the UK overall, than only
settling for his own, hard to maintain free-range and organic standards. During the
filming of the show, Fearnley-Whittingstall conceded this lowering of standards to
achieve change overall stating: ‘If the whole industry at the intensive end upgraded
to that level, I’d feel better about the whole industry’ (Channel4.com 2009).
An important facet of the programme was what Fearnley-Whittingstall viewed as the
discrepancies between Tesco’s claims of supporting the Five Freedoms in regard to
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its chicken production and the reality of how the bulk of their poultry was actually
farmed. These five freedoms are:
1)

Freedom from hunger and thirst.

2)

Freedom from discomfort.

3)

Freedom from pain, injury or disease.

4)

Freedom to express normal behaviours.

5)

Freedom from fear and distress (RSPCA.com 2009).

A meeting with Fearnley-Whittingstall after endless delay on the part of Tesco saw
Tesco hold firm to the idea that they did meet these standards and had no intention
of changing their policies. This was due in part to the fact that as Tesco
spokeswoman Darshini David stated:
There is a cost implication of raising standards, we’ve got to balance that
with what customers feel they are able to pay and 80 percent are telling
us they are still not in that position where they can afford that extra pound
or two (Channel4.com 2009).
Eventually, Fearnley-Whittingstall decided on a plan – one which would ultimately be
unsuccessful but one that also illustrates how hard it is to force giant corporations to
change their ethical stance - to obtain access to the Tesco’s boardroom, and thereby
have a chance of forcing change from within. Tesco set out to thwart his attempts
with many seemingly insurmountable requests, as the website set up to detail the
results of Fearnley-Whittingstall’s efforts relates:
Tesco are demanding Hugh pays 86,000 pounds to cover the postage
costs of sending his policy to all its shareholders. The big boys have
stepped up the game. Hugh has just three days to raise the funds
(Channel4.com 2009).
Fearnley-Whittingstall’s filmed reaction is one of huge frustration and despair –
understandably as it is glaringly obvious Tesco have changed the rules in order to
avoid a filmed confrontation of their standards. Incredibly though within 24 hours he
has managed to raise the money with the help of the organisation Compassion in
Farming, his supporters at River Cottage and an undisclosed amount of his own
funds. Viewers are then made privy to just how powerful the supermarket giant can
be when they submit an e-mail the day before the vote is due to take place stating
that Fearnley-Whittingstall will need 75 percent of the vote if they are to consider
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altering their policies. All of this campaigning takes place so far from the domestic
sphere - in boardroom, offices, on streets and at banks - that it acts to reinforce the
masculinity of Fearnley-Whittingstall’s role as a food activist.
In many ways the programme illustrated much of what Fearnley-Whittingstall had
been attempting to convey to his viewers - the clandestine nature of big businesses
within Britain when it came to adhering properly to any animal welfare standards,
and the lengths they are prepared to go to in order to maintain the status quo of
producing cheap meat.

In reality Fearnley-Whittingstall stood very little chance,

given the time constraints, and the unusually large number of voters he would have
needed to persuade towards his new proposed animal welfare policy. It was of little
surprise that he did not meet Tesco’s stringent, and ever changing, requirements for
a change in policy.
Tesco has since introduced a Freedom Foods approved range of poultry, and carries
a small amount of free-range and organic birds, so steps are being made in the right
direction. However it would seem that Fearnley-Whittingstall has realised he has to
take an increasingly politicised and hard-hitting approach in order to make any of the
changes he feels are morally and ethically necessary for animal welfare standards
within Britain. As Haile notes: ‘Fearnley-Whittingstall clearly takes the moral
implications for meat eating seriously’ (2013: 88). He acknowledges that his work is
probably only just beginning – ‘All we’ve done with the chicken campaign is start a
conversation. But we think it’s an important one’ (Fearnley-Whittingstall 2008(b)).
Rebecca Seal of The Observer agrees, but adds: ‘For taking on the might of the
supermarkets and for forcing us to think about the meat we eat we salute him’
(2008). Again though Fearnley-Whittingstall’s masculinity is emphasised in his
comparison to a brave knight taking on the ‘might’ of the dreaded supermarkets and
his efforts are seen as courageous, requiring strength and persistence akin to a
military campaign.
Fearnley-Whittingstall has chosen to adopt a wide-scale masculinised public
approach to his work in order to affect large-scale political and social change for
animal welfare. As such he removes himself from the domestic arena, even though
that is the intended audience for his work, so that he can educate his readers with
weight and authority. This removal from the domestic arena emphasise his
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masculine position. Fearnley-Whittingstall includes a number of techniques to ensure
this position is valid including: politicised and clinical language, hard-hitting
documentaries and a number of public projects across a range of media.

6.3: Legacy
Fearnley-Whittingstall’s work would appear to have many traditional aspects in that
he constantly asserts the importance of reviving and maintaining historical cooking
practices. This reverence for the past is coupled with a sense of responsibility
towards the ethical production of the food used both in maintaining these traditional
practices, and in creating new ones. In an essay discussing the new wave of ethical
concern regarding meat production in Britain Nicolas Fiddes states: ‘Concern for
animals [used for food] has always been a metaphor for other discourses and I see
changes in food habits as symbolising important shifts in society as a whole’ (1997:
7).
Fearnley-Whittingstall wholeheartedly agrees with this, and uses his work to aid
these shifts towards ethical production of – largely unprocessed - food. In the first of
the River Cottage series of written texts (2001), Fearnley-Whittingstall makes it clear
that his major concern is that the vast majority of people in Britain had become
disconnected from the food that they eat and the processes utilised to bring them
this food. Fearnley-Whittingstall states:
I want to encourage you to challenge the most basic assumptions about
where your food comes from…It is the biggest…retailers, the
aforementioned supermarkets who make the biggest profit out of food,
and who exercise the most power. By and large they tell us what to eat,
and they tell our farmers how they should be producing it (2001: 11).
Here Fearnley-Whittingstall addresses the enormous power that is held over food
production in Britain by the large supermarket chains. His choice of language makes
the reader feel that they have been forced into this powerless relationship, one
where they are told ‘what to eat’ and where farmers are told ‘how they should be
producing’ this same food.
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The River Cottage series of texts would eventually comprise five books, and to date
nine television series and a comprehensive website dedicated to helping those who
are interested to find seasonal ingredients, forage for wild food, and rear their own
animals for the table. All of the projects share an ethos which the website describes
as ‘self-sufficiency, food integrity and the consumption of local, seasonal produce’
(RiverCottage.net 2009). The project can be seen to have three major strands: the
continuance of foraging for wild foods available in Britain before the knowledge
required to access this type of food is lost forever, the importance of seasonality in
eating, and an increased awareness of animal welfare with a higher importance
placed on the standards of this welfare for animals used to produce food in Britain.
Possibly the most important and influential strand of the River Cottage philosophy is
that of the correct manner in which to rear animals intended for the table because it
involves the ethics and moral concerns regarding the treatment of living creatures.
Fearnley-Whittingstall, because of his flamboyant and notorious television
appearances where he showed a willingness to eat almost any type of meat, has a
reputation in some circles he admits as ‘an enthusiastic carnivore’ (2001: 168) so it is
notable that in his River Cottage text devoted solely to meat he begins his chapter by
stating: ‘I believe that the way we produce and use meat needs radical reform’
(2004:8). The River Cottage Cookbook (2001) book and the series that accompanied
it detailed Fearnley-Whittingstall’s attempts to rear chickens, cows, lambs and pigs to
be eaten as meat. Certainly one of the major preoccupations of FearnleyWhittingstall, and the one that would become the focus for many of his later projects,
was the rearing of chickens in Britain, both for meat and the manner in which they
were battery-farmed for eggs. He explains why he feels chickens are so important to
him:
Chickens were the first livestock that I ever raised at River Cottage.
They’ve been giving me meat and eggs all my life and now I rear my own,
for both eggs and meat. And I think they’re the front line of animal welfare
in this country and the way in which they’re farmed is something to which
the public are denied access (Channel4.com 2010).
Here Fearnley-Whittingstall makes clear the link between the chicken his readers
buy at the supermarket and the chicken - a living bird. As discussed, the reason the
recipe used to illustrate each of the author’s styles in this thesis is roast chicken was
precisely because of its popularity and its regular appearance in both the historical
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and contemporary British kitchen. Fearnley-Whittingstall makes it clear with the use
of the word ‘giving’ in the above passage, that far from taking his consumption of
either chicken or eggs for granted, he does in fact see it as a special gift. Over 800
million chickens are produced and eaten in Britain every year, making it the nation’s
most popular meat. Fearnley-Whittingstall then uses the word ‘rear’, a word that
implies care and nurturing, to establish how he will be obtaining this particular type of
meat and eggs in the future. By establishing that he has ‘raised’ chickens and that he
‘rears’ them for his table,

Fearnley-Whittingstall

emphasises the more ethical

manner of the production of meat for his table than can be obtained by buying
battery reared chickens from the supermarkets.
Curiously the use of these words act to distance the relationship FearnleyWhittingstall has with these birds, removing any feminine quality of child-rearing and
asserting a more masculine quality of animal husbandry. What Fearnley-Whittingstall
seems to have grasped is that he is asking his readers to tackle the ‘problematic
relationship between beliefs and behaviour, but also that of lifestyle as identity’
(Caplan 1997: 7). Certainly the identity Fearnley-Whittingstall portrays through his
literary performances is that of a physically engaged, highly moral and ethical activist
as regards food production and consumption. His lifestyle as illustrated through
these performances is utterly uncompromising, a fact of which he is aware, but by
illustrating the lengths he has gone to with such clarity he makes any smaller
changes his readers may be capable of seem achievable, and gives these smaller
efforts value.
Fearnley-Whittingstall, as discussed, had addressed the specific problem of chicken
farming from the beginning of the River Cottage projects:
One thing is sure any… that do not say free range…or otherwise detail
the method of production, [are]…chickens that have led a very miserable
life indeed…The only way you could justify buying…is if you either thought
that chickens were incapable of feeling stress and pain or you simply
didn’t care which would make you either an idiot or a heartless bastard
(2001: 208).
In this early book he makes the assumption that his convictions will match those of
his readers and is quick to denigrate anyone who thinks differently as ‘an idiot or a
heartless bastard’. His language is emotive and has an angry tone, but because of
the coarseness of the chosen words also retains an implicitly masculine quality. He
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attempts to make the decision about which birds to buy as simple as possible.
Therefore there is little information given to the reader, except how to distinguish
between battery-farmed birds and those that he deems ethically acceptable - the
free-range or organically reared birds. The only real information that he imparts is
that battery-farmed birds will certainly ‘have led a very miserable life indeed’, which
leaves the reader with very little room to maneuver without guilt, in a manner similar
to the tactics employed by Oliver to promote national health.

But this direct

approach also leaves the readers with very little knowledge of exactly why this life is
so miserable. However as he embarks upon further conversion projects FearnleyWhittingstall can be seen to recognise that it is not so simple to dictate the choices
the British make with their food, or to assume that others will naturally assume his
perspective when presented with the bare minimum of information. This could be in
part due to a realisation that ‘information in itself (if such a thing could be said to
exist) is never going to be enough to motivate political intervention. What is
critical…is the question of how you persuade others to agree with you’ (Gilbert:
2008, quoted in Bramall 2011: 78).
Fearnley-Whittingstall can be seen to realise that his initial efforts perhaps had
assumed too much as to the level of his readers’ ethical awareness. He returned to
the theme of chicken production in The River Cottage Meat Book published in 2004:
We should and must be ready to pay more, to encourage the industry to
move away from an intensive system that is intrinsically abusive. It’s time
to acknowledge that what lies at the heart of this system of production for
the commodity known as chicken is not a mechanical, electronic or
chemical process but a living, breathing, feeling animal - also as it
happens, called a chicken. And whilst I would never presume to dictate
how a family genuinely struggling to balance its food budget should
choose to spend its money, I’m sure that those of us for whom a few extra
quid on the price of a bird would scarcely sting at all number not in the
thousands, or even in the hundred thousands, but in the millions. And
that’s enough to make a huge difference (2004: 130).
Here it is evident that Fearnley-Whittingstall is taking a less aggressive and arrogant
approach. Like Oliver before him he seems to have recognised over time that his
views and concerns may not match those of his readers unless he takes the time to
educate and inform them. He therefore can be seen to modify his tactics of
persuasion. Instead of assuming they will take him at his word that battery-farmed
chickens lead ‘miserable lives’, he gives the reader more information as to exactly
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why this is the case. He uses words such as ‘intensive’, ‘intrinsically abusive’ and
‘commodity’ to show just how removed a simple chicken has become from its natural
state in order to fuel the insatiable need for cheap meat. He reinforces the perception
that the meat ‘chicken’ does not magically appear cling-wrapped in neat packages
on the shelves in supermarkets. He is also quick to dismiss the argument that freerange birds are just too expensive for most people, by pointing out that ‘a few extra
quid [pounds]’ would ‘scarcely sting’ most consumers. Again, this colloquial slang
masculinises his opinions, its coarseness acting as a masculinising effect on his
writing. But whereas many in Britain are aware that the treatment of these birds is
appalling and don’t agree with it on principle, they would appear to be unwilling to
make the leap towards a lifestyle which includes free-range and organic produce on
a regular basis, something which may be financially out of reach for all.12 FearnleyWhittingstall holds to the belief that shoppers have the power to change the manner
in which these birds are farmed by changing their food-buying practices.
The consumer holds the key. Not just yet it seems. Because the moral
majority of the pollster’s high street becomes the immoral majority or at
least the apathetic majority once they get behind the wheels of a shopping
trolley. They continue to buy the products they are so quick to condemn.
So these appalling, abusive practices, it turns out, do have popular
support - albeit that the supporters are in denial (it seems that nothing
suppresses the exercise of conscience as effectively as the words, ‘Buy
One Get One Free’) But there’s no getting away from it: if you buy
something, you support the system that produces it (2004: 25).
Here Fearnley-Whittingstall is clear about some of the reasons that he feels are
contributing to the loss of the relationship between consumers and the food they buy
and eat. He is still relatively idealistic and dogmatic at this stage, leaving his reader
with very little moral ground in which to maneuver, telling them bluntly ‘if you buy
something, you support the system that produces it’. Fearnley-Whittingstall argues
strongly in The River Cottage Meat Book that the farming of animals for meat, and
the humane killing of them is a matter of moral responsibility:
Of all the creatures whose lives we affect, none are more deeply
dependent on us - for their success as a species and for their individual
health and well-being - than the animals we raise to kill for meat. I’m
12

In recent years since the publication of this text, and a variety of media regarding animal welfare practices in
Britain, free-range eggs are standard in most supermarkets, and the use of battery eggs and chickens was phased
out in British produced foods in 2014
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talking about common domestic livestock - poultry, pigs, cows, sheep and
goats. We control almost every aspect of their lives; their feeding, their
breeding, their health, their pain, or freedom from it and finally the timing
and manner of their death. We have done so for hundreds of thousands of
years, to the point where their dependence on us is in their nature evolutionary hard wired. With these physical controls come moral
responsibilities. Their suffering, or lack of it, their animal happiness or
animal misery, is down to us (Fearnley-Whittingstall 2004: 16).
It is evident in this passage that Fearnley-Whittingstall is not going to take any
excuses from British consumers now that he has informed them of the cold, hard
facts of their meat-eating habits. He makes his reader aware of the traditional aspect
of meat consumption in Britain, a tradition extending back ‘hundreds of thousands of
years’, but makes it clear that in the contemporary modern Britain in which he and
his readers live, eating meat comes with a set of responsibilities to the ‘deeply
dependent’ animals ‘we raise to kill for meat’. He is still very clear-cut at this stage,
and he expects his black and white arguments to resonate with his readers and
viewers: meat-eaters are in essence responsible for the animals ‘suffering, or lack of
it, their animal happiness or animal misery’. The ethical eating of animals is a
practice urged by Beth K. Hale:
Virtue ethics moves beyond a focus on discrete acts towards a morality
concerned with a unified life both personal and communal. From the
perspective of virtue ethics, the question is not about whether any specific
act of consuming meat is ethical or not, but rather how meat consumption
may or may not fit into a life orientated toward the good (2013: 86).
Clearly Fearnley-Whittingstall is not alone in wishing to provide an alternative to the
cruelty of factory farming. However Fearnley-Whittingstall ethos concerning the
degree to which most people eating in Britain can adopt his higher ethical standards
and practice can be seen to have evolved throughout the River Cottage projects,
from an initially uncompromising stance to a more realistic and attainable one. In part
this has come about as Fearnley-Whittingstall reacts to both his readers and viewers
and their responses to his work. This has meant that Fearnley-Whittingstall has had
to accept that it is not primarily by asking his readers to change how they produce
their food, that choice not being a realistic one for the majority of his readers, but
how they choose the food they buy that large-scale change can be effected.
Fearnley-Whittingstall partly explains what could be perceived as a relaxation of his
high principles:
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The free-range revolution just isn’t happening. I’ve become more realistic
about it. I used to fly the flag for free range and I still believe we should all
eat free range products if we want to be eating animals that have lived a
natural life. But I’ve come to accept that with 800 million chickens being
produced annually in this country, there’s no way that we are all going to
flip over to free range in foreseeable future. So, I’ve started to get behind
the better end of intensive farming. If converting everyone to the freerange cause is impossible, then at least I can promote the idea of minor
welfare gains at the bottom end of the industry, with instant ramifications
for millions of chickens (2009 c).
This notion, that however ‘minor’ the ‘welfare changes’ are that are achieved, at least
they are achieved reveals a tangible and lasting legacy of his work. It is evident that
Fearnley-Whittingstall is aware that there are more stumbling blocks to his
conversion projects than he first realised. The sheer volume of chickens consumed
in Britain (‘800 million’) illustrates that to convert all eaters of chickens is a huge
project. So he subsequently decided to set himself more attainable goals. But, even
this more attainable benchmark would have a huge and lasting impact on the eating
practices of Britain if achieved, creating a legacy of ethical eating that could be seen,
in part, to have been the effect of his writings. This would verify his awareness that
‘there is more to ethico-political subject constitution – to becoming an ethical
consumer – than the provision and possession of ‘coherent knowledge’ or
information (Barnett et al 2005, quoted in Bramwell 2011: 77).
For Fearnley-Whittingstall it is apparent that the connection in the mind of the
average British consumer between the animal that ends up being the food on their
plate from a living entity with a right to life free from pain and discomfort, has been
lost. The need that lies at the heart of Fearnley-Whittingstall’s work to restore this
relationship is commented on by Emma Brockes in an interview with FearnleyWhittingstall for The Guardian in 2006:
There is something profoundly wrong, he suggests, with the disconnect
that has developed between what we eat and our knowledge of where it
comes from, an ignorance exploited by the supermarkets and resulting in
great swathes of people having almost no sense of what British food is
about (Brockes 2006).
By using the word ‘profoundly’ Brockes makes it clear that Fearnley-Whittingstall
does not view the relationship between Britain and the manner in which it produces
its food as trivial or unimportant. He feels that the British public has been ‘exploited’
into a thoughtless relationship with food and how it is produced to the extent that no
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semblance of the natural relationship remains or is represented within the
supermarkets in which Britons do the majority of their shopping. It is this relationship
that Fearnley-Whittingstall is keen to change, and this is the major focus of his
literary output. Fearnley-Whittingstall’s literary legacy is a clear attempt to alter the
philosophical nature of how Britain collectively feels and thinks about food production
and consumption. If even a portion of those who read his work are moved to make
more ethical choices regarding how they procure their food, his influence will have
been profound indeed.

6.4:

Conclusion

Fearnley-Whittingstall has utilised his early training as a professional chef and his
education at Oxford to establish a writing career of tremendous authority. He places
himself firmly outside of the domestic sphere and his primary focus is to make his
readers think about and re-evaluate their relationship and connection to the food
they eat. He uses his skills as a ‘chef’ to illustrate a wide range of recipes to tempt
his readers, but his large-scale political activism clearly marks him as a masculinised
writer. Fearnley-Whittingstall is rarely, if ever, confined to the domestic sphere - he
deliberately places himself outside of it to emphasise his masculine authority over his
readers so that he can better influence and advise them on how to eat ethically. In
order to educate his readers about the ethics and morals of eating animals he has
adopted a highly politicised public persona to raise awareness of issues he feels are
crucial to promoting ethical eating, and in this he has almost entirely removed
himself from the domestic space . This is in direct contrast to the final author to be
examined in this study, Nigel Slater. Slater places himself and his writing firmly in the
domestic and in his queered literary performance identifies - unlike his male peers in
this study - with the title of ‘cook’.
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Chapter Seven: Nigel Slater
The food in The Kitchen Diaries is simply what I eat at home. The stuff I make for
myself, for friends and family, for visitors and for parties, Sunday lunch and for
snacks (Nigel Slater 2007: v)
Nigel Slater’s Roast Chicken
A plump free-range chicken, about 2kg.
75g of Butter.
3 Large Cloves of Garlic.
A Few Bay leaves.
A Branch of Thyme.
4 Large Potatoes, peeled.
Lemon Juice.
A plainly roasted bird, seasoned only with butter, garlic and the most basic
aromatics like bay and thyme, its flavour unsmothered by stuffing, bread
sauce and the like. Its juices are served as they are, devoid of the flour and
stock of traditional gravy. The point of cooking the bird with potatoes is to
soak up some of the buttery juices from the chicken rendering them crisp and
gooey outside, melting within. A few leaves of soft, old-fashioned lettuce to
soak up the juices on the plate seems to me more appropriate than the usual
carrots and sprouts.
Set the oven at 230 degrees Centigrade/450 degrees Fahrenheit/Gas 8. Pull
out the bag of giblets, if there is one, from inside the bird, then rinse it inside
and out, patting the skin dry with kitchen paper. A wet chicken will not crisp.
Smear the butter over the bird, being particularly generous around the breast,
where the flesh is inclined to dryness. Season unsparingly with the salt and
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pepper. Stuff the unpeeled garlic cloves wherever they will fit. Tuck in the bay
and thyme.
Cut the potatoes into large hunks. Too small and they will be all crisp skin
and no soft centre. Put them around the bird in the bottom of the tin. Roast the
chicken and potatoes for 15 minutes. The skin will tighten. It may even colour
here and there. Turn the heat down to 190 degrees Centigrade/ 375 degrees
Fahrenheit/Gas 5. Spoon the melted butter in the pan over the bird. Roast for
forty-five minutes.
Baste the bird with the juices that are collecting in the pan. Do this a couple of
times during the roasting and turn the potatoes at the same time so that all
their sides turn crisp and gold.
The chicken is done when its juices run clear without any pinkness. Tip the
bird gently in the tin to gauge this, or pierce a fat thigh with a skewer. The legs
should give slightly when pulled. The skin should be blistered, golden and
brown. The ends of the legs should be charred, it should smell wonderful.
Remove the bird from the oven and lift carefully, for it is hot and slippery, on to
a warm serving plate. Leave it to rest for ten minutes before carving it will stay
moister that way Carve it directly from the oven and you can watch its
precious juices escaping. Turn the oven up to the original temperature. Put
the potatoes back. The juices will bubble and spit, the potatoes will crisp and
a brown stickiness will adhere to them (actually the caramelising of the
cooking juices).
Remove them when they are golden and crisp and gooey, but before the
juices burn.
Carve the chicken on to warm plates. Serve a handful of potatoes onto each
plate and spoon over the cooking juices from the pan seasoned with a little
more salt and lifted with a squeeze of lemon juice (Slater 1998 :56).

Nigel Slater’s recipe for roasted chicken embodies many of the features of his recipe
writing. The prose has a poetic quality which ascribes meaning and importance to
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the directions for cooking chicken. The descriptive quality of the language used
makes the simple meal seem luxurious and desirable. Slater’s instructions are clear
and easy to understand, and he explains them fully. If you were to skip the step of
drying the chicken’s skin and then did not achieve a crisped skin on your finished
meal you would have no-one to blame but yourself, as Slater makes it clear that
without this step you are setting yourself up to fail. This attention to detail is carried
throughout the recipe, even down to instructing you on the best manner by which to
remove the chicken from its roasting dish without burning yourself. The step of
testing the chicken is carefully explained so that there is little room for doubt. This
care and attention to detail is relayed in direct, intimate, friendly and unintimidating
tone. No gendered address is evident, and the instructions could be seen to be
addressed equally towards men and women. The reader never feels patronised, or
spoken down to, and Slater does not assume any knowledge on the part of his
reader. Yet even for accomplished cooks the recipe is interesting and offers new
ways of preparing what is a standard dish. The tip at the end is a novel twist on
serving the chicken and lifts the dish from ordinary fare to a treat.
Slater includes what could be seen as the introduction to his recipe in the body of his
instructions. His emphasis on pleasure is clear with a request for a ‘plump freerange’ chicken, but he is the only author, apart from Smith, to specify which herbs to
flavour the chicken with. Like Lawson his description of the finished meal is inviting
and evocative because of the language he uses to describe the bird and its
accompaniments: ‘The point of cooking the bird with the potatoes is to soak up the
buttery juices from the chicken rendering them crisp and gooey outside, melting
within’ (Slater 1998: 56). Including this description in the body of the recipe will have
the effect of making the reader want the final result even more, and acts as
motivation to follow his instructions.
Slater does use lots of detail, in a similar manner to both Smith and FearnleyWhittingstall, but he seems to occupy a unique space between Smith’s practical dry
authoritative instructions and Fearnley-Whittingstall’s care-free approach. This is
evident when he asks his readers to ‘[s]mear the butter over the bird, being
particularly generous around the breast, where the flesh is inclined to dryness’
(Slater 2008: 43). Slater uses the descriptive term ‘smear’ but couples it with an
explanation of why more butter is required on the breast of the bird. His timings are
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vague, and shorter than his fellow authors, it is unclear if the reader is to roast the
bird only for the specified forty five minutes, or if this is when they are to start basting
the bird. Slater does avoid confusion by describing in detail how to tell if the bird is
cooked, but in doing so in a manner which makes it sound utterly delicious: ‘The legs
should give gently when pulled. The skin should be blistered, golden and brown. The
ends of the legs should be charred, it should smell wonderful’ (Slater 1998:56).
Slater uses less exaggerated terms and language to describe the finished meal than
Lawson, but his language is evocative and intimate and makes the meal seem
alluring and desirable. Again it is notable that Slater includes these descriptions in
the body of the recipe, indicating that he takes as much pleasure in the process as
he does in eating the final, finished meal.
7.1:

Gender

Slater is well versed on the ethics of eating and on the need to incorporate a
healthier perspective on eating in Britain. Yet he does so by suggesting delicious and
creative recipes rather than advocating eating food purely for its health benefits or by
launching large scale campaigns like his male counterparts Oliver and FearnleyWhittingstall. In doing so he also provides a rich and rewarding literary experience,
one most similar to Lawson. The value of what does not necessarily lie in the action
of cooking. Throughout his writing, Slater takes great pains to assure his readers he
is like one of them, describing his disasters, as well as things that have worked seemingly without any great or particular effort beyond his enthusiastic passion for
food and willingness to try new things.
Slater’s themes and focus have evolved over his career. He trained as a professional
chef – like the other male authors selected for this study - and went on to work at
various restaurants, including a stint at John Tovey’s restaurant in the Lake District –
notable for being run by one of Delia Smith’s favourite chefs -, before gaining his first
job as a writer for the magazine Marie Claire. As a result of this job he was asked to
replace Jane Grigson as the food writer for The Observer in 1993.
Slater wrote of how honoured he felt to be Grigson’s successor, thanking the
Observer readers who had welcomed him so readily by praising ‘the beautiful words
and joyous recipes of Jane Grigson’ (1995: ii) which had preceded his tenure. In this
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manner Slater can be seen, much like Smith to be acknowledging and honoring a
female legacy of home cooking, and its accompanying writing. He is still the
Observer’s primary food editor and writer and as interest in food has become more
popular he now edits a monthly publication for The Observer devoted entirely to all
things food-related as well as his weekly columns.
Slater’s early books focused almost entirely on swiftly prepared meals, pre-empting
his peers Smith, Oliver and Lawson with their own books on meals prepared in thirty
minutes or less by some ten years. He then began to narrow his focus in his Real
Food books -

where he took some of his favourite ingredients and provided a

number of different recipes for each one, again with detailed descriptions of why he,
and presumably by implication his reader, would find them so enjoyable. None of the
ingredients selected by Slater was particularly lavish or expensive, and all could be
easily found for the most part, in British supermarkets, making these books easy to
use for his British readers. Slater also included contributions in these books from
fellow food writers and chefs, and in the accompanying series can be seen making
the meals with them whilst chatting about the reasons for the recipes’ success.
Notably it is on his first television series Nigel Slater’s Real Food (1998) that Nigella
Lawson made her first appearance in her incarnation as a food writer, after which her
own road to success was secured as television producers clamoured to sign her up
for a food series of her own. Slater’s books regularly follow this pattern of discussing
and describing his recipes and food preferences in a manner that can be celebrated
as much for the beautiful writing as for the recipes that are included in them.
Slater differs from the other two male authors selected for this study in that he does
not assert his masculinity through his literary projects. He calls himself a ‘cook’ rather
than a ‘chef’ and writes from the domestic sphere to other cooks who also reside
within it. Slater’s approach can be seen as queer in tone, resisting being labelled as
either distinctly masculine or feminine. Guillermo Avila-Saavedra refers to the
category of ‘queer’ that Slater could be seen to fit as ‘a particular category of
queerness that is less socially threatening: That of the urban, sophisticate gay male’
(2008:11).
A good example of the tone of Slater’s performed literary persona can be found in
Slater’s instructions contained in his book The 30 Minute Cook (1994). As discussed,
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because of Slater’s more leisurely and detailed writing in his recent books it is
sometimes hard to remember that Slater first achieved popularity as a food writer
with a series of three books detailing how to make quick and easy meals. Over the
course of these books Slater provided a series of interesting, easy to achieve meals
that would have reassured an uncertain cook, and expanded the repertoire of a more
adventurous one. As he states:
I have cooked most of the recipes in half an hour. It is a loose half an hour
though and those who live with a stopwatch in their hand may be
disappointed from time to time. The cooking methods are as easy as you
can get. There is nothing in the book beyond the scope of the committed
non-cook, I promise…In my book a relaxed cook is a good cook. When all
is said and done, you are only making yourself something good to eat
(Slater 1994: 10-11).
Here it is clear that Slater shares with Lawson a relaxed and relaxing approach to
preparing food. He does not put any pressure on his readers, nor does he add to any
anxiety they may feel in the kitchen. Slater has gone out of his way to let the reader
feel they are up to cooking his food, and that he has faith they can do it. Compare
this simple, laid back approach to the one adopted by Oliver in Jamie’s Thirty Minute
Meals. Oliver’s authorial position on the thirty minute meal remains firmly fixed in his
major philosophy of shared family style eating, but his proposed methods of
achieving a meal in thirty minutes are very different to those espoused by Slater:
These recipes are carefully choreographed so that no single minute is
wasted…There’s no denying that this is an energetic workhorse of a book.
These 50 meals are going to keep you busy and make you multi-task, but
you’ll soon get used to it and find it highly addictive (Oliver 2011: 14).
Oliver’s approach is more akin to that of an energetic, slightly frightening boot camp
instructor, than the relaxed, friendly, unintimidating approach Slater adopts. The
language employed ensures the reader is aware that this will be a hard, active and
totally engaging task, but also that they will need Oliver’s authoritarian instruction if
they are to succeed. This has the effect of placing Oliver above his readers, giving
him more power over them. Explaining what he expects from his reader Oliver
notes, ‘I’ve taken care of all of the awkward difficult stuff like menu planning and
timing for you; all you have to do is to follow my instructions, move quickly and enjoy
the ride’ (Oliver 2011: 14). In other words Oliver is in charge of the reader’s meal,
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whereas Slater allows them the chance to insert themselves and their preferences
into his instructions.
Slater’s approach is far removed from Oliver’s almost militant urge to follow
instructions to the letter:
If you are willing to take a broader more relaxed view of it all, we will
probably remain friends. All that matters to me is that I have something on
the plate that is good to eat. How I wish to cook and eat it when the result
is not an issue when the result is delicious. So you will find I have cut the
odd corner here and there (Slater 1994: 9).
Slater allows the reader to take their time, to ‘cheat’ a little, in an effort to encourage
cookery as an enjoyable practice. By directly encouraging intimacy with his readers
by saying ‘we will remain friends’, Slater ensures his status as author remains on the
same level as his readers. He was one of the few authors to support Delia Smith’s
reviled How to Cheat at Cooking text, and this passage makes it clear why he
refused to take a negative stance with his own admission that he, too, will be using
shortcuts to make the process of cooking easier. For Slater cooking is not a
competitive sport, or something that must be done so his readers feel better about
themselves - in the manner of Oliver who is so keen to see cookery skills improve
the health of the nation.
Cookery for Slater is an activity that can be as gently rewarding in the participation
as it is in the end result. Slater advocates cookery as part of lifestyle in a similar
manner to Medhurst who described the representation of lifestyle offered by Slater
and his fellow cookery writers as ‘dreamscapes [which] have become domesticated’
in which readers ‘looked for fantasy and escape in back gardens and dinner tables’
(quoted in Andrews 2012: 22). Slater’s writing focuses on the creation of an almost
idyllic domestic sphere, one in which he fluidly inhabits both his kitchen and garden
in his creation of food and meals, and he does not perform his role as teacher and
mentor with the same gravitas displayed by some of his fellow food-writers. He
writes purely from this domestic sphere, although sometimes allowing references
from his past as a working chef to appear in the text.
Aware of the difficulties involved in maintaining traditions from Britain’s culinary past,
Slater still sees the maintenance of traditions as valuable but he is also keen to
embrace new ideas and incorporate them into modern cooking practices. Slater, like
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Lawson and Smith, writes from the domestic sphere, and does not display any of the
tension so evident in Oliver’s work when writing from this realm. He utilises his
home-grown produce in this domestic realm, and does not instruct readers from a
superior authorial position on how to either cook or grow this produce in the manner
of Fearnley-Whittingstall. This, again, reveals the degree to which he shares values
seen in Smith and Lawson’s work – a comfortable reveling in the domestic arena.
Unlike Smith and Lawson, however, at times Slater uses an address to his readers
that can only be interpreted as ‘queer’. David Halperin states that
Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate,
the dominant. There is nothing in particular to which it necessarily refers.
It is an identity without an essence. Queer then demarcates not positivity
but a positionality vis-a-vis the normative (Halperin 1997: 62).
When writing about a ‘chip butty’ Slater stresses the importance of using enough
butter by writing ‘salty, buttery fingers are an indescribably good feast when you are
a bit pissed. Especially when they are someone else’s (Slater 1998: 39). If Lawson
was to write this in one of her books she would immediately be accused of
sexualising her writing; no such accusation is aimed at Slater, possibly because of
the sensuality of the bulk of his style of writing. Also, the sex of the partner with
buttery fingers is not specified, allowing for a ‘queer’ interpretation which resists the
labels and boundaries described by Halperin. Judith Butler argues that this inability
to distinctly determine creative work as ‘homosexual’, ‘straight’ or ‘bi-sexual’ – to
allow for fluidity of gender - is precisely what the term ‘queer’ allows for. Butler
writes:
the political deconstruction of ‘queer’ ought not to paralyse the use of such
[gendered] terms, but ideally to extend its range, to make us consider at
what expense and what purposes the terms are used, and through what
relationships of power such categories have been wrought (Butler 2009:
18).
Slater remains, at the very least ambiguous in his gendered literary persona, but
more likely ‘queer’ in his literary persona for his readers. Jay Clarkson argues that
examining a ‘queer’ masculinity means recognising that, in part, this type of gendered
persona exists in its explicit contrast to traditional hegemonic ideas of masculinity.
Traditional aspects of hegemonic masculinity include those based on what a man
produces, whereas the queered masculine is measured by what he consumes. He
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argues that the hegemonic masculine ideal of occupational achievement is ‘not
eliminated but is signified through the conspicuous performance of

high taste

literacy’ (Clarkson 2005:240), suggesting that ‘cooking gourmet meals, enjoying fine
wines and liqueurs and shopping for the right tea for every occasion’ ( Clarkson
2005: 240) can be seen as signifiers of a queered gendered identity in males. Slater
is rarely sexualised in his manner of writing. As discussed in previous chapters, his
literary style relies more on sensuality than it does on overt sexual allusion, but he
does openly acknowledge the effect he feels cooking for someone else can have:
Food is for me, for everybody, a very sexual thing and I think I realised
that early on. I still cannot exaggerate how putting a meal in front of
somebody is really more of a buzz for me than anything (quoted in
Adams: 2003).
This admission aligns Slater with Oliver; especially in Oliver’s urging his fellow men
to cook in order to achieve romantic success. Although Lawson is often accused of
sexualised writing she focuses mostly on the nurturing effect of cooking for others,
as does Smith. Fearnley-Whittingstall rarely mentions seduction when writing about
cooking. This makes the perspective that Slater chooses to write from yet more
ambiguous when attempting to place essentialist gender labels on it.
Slater could be addressing readers of either gender with the same degree of
closeness, thereby subverting gendered expectations of his readers.

Paula. M

Salvio describes conventional cookery writing as ascribing ‘women’s preference for
ice cream, puddings and “chick flicks”’ and as acting to ‘wedge a distance between
men’s and women’s tastes, as if these differences are a given, natural even
biologically determined in utero’ (2012: 31). Slater subverts these gender
expectations when he writes:
Chicken wings are number one couch fodder for me, chucked in the oven and
left until deep and gold and crisp. I can get through a good dozen of them if
they aren’t too big, absentmindedly gnawing at the bones whilst watching reruns of Sex and the City (Slater 2005: 139).
Slater’s choice of viewing displays a lack of concern for gender norms, and his
public literary declaration of his preferences illustrates his refusal of gendered
expectations, however the meat he chooses to eat as comfort food masculinises his
perspective on what could be seen as comforting. This is an example of what Jack
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Sawyer describes as ‘male liberation’ which calls for men ‘to free themselves of the
sex-role stereo types that limit their ability to be human’ (Sawyer 1970: 25).
Slater’s writing, although vivid, intensely sensual and detailed is notable for the
absences of any gendered expectations. Meals are often consumed by an
unexplained ‘we’ and personal details as to who or whom this ‘we’ refers to remain
unexplained. For example in The Kitchen Diaries (2006) he writes: ‘I do believe, for
instance, that a cold Saturday night in January is a good time to make gingerbread.
It is when I made it and we had a good time with it. It felt right (Slater 2006: vii).
Here, is an example of both Slater’s non-gendered (‘we’) address and the ambiguity
with which he refers to his life outside of his book’s pages. Who does this ‘we’ refer
to?
Although it is perfectly possible that Slater is referring to a group of people that he
regularly eats with, it could also be an attempt to include the reader vicariously in
his experience of eating. Unlike Lawson, or Oliver who have made their readers
aware of whom they eat their food with by detailing the names of family or friends in
their recipe introductions, Slater seems to be employing the term differently. Just
as Smith uses the term ‘we’ to indicate her support for her reader, it could be seen
that here too, Slater uses the term as an inclusive device for his readers whilst
maintaining his privacy. Slater has written an autobiography, Toast (2003) in which
he describes his unhappy childhood and adolescence, which finishes its narrative
when he is eighteen, presenting himself to a large restaurant for work. Tim Adams
writes of Toast: ‘Slater guards his privacy, in an amused kind of way, and the selfrevelations, though handled with quiet comedy, must have been difficult for him’
(Adams 2003). The book describes the teenage Slater’s attempts to use food to
replace the lack of love and affection he craved during his childhood from his father
and step-mother, and also details his struggles to define his sexuality:
The other thing that food began to help him escape from as a teenager,
he realises, and begins to explore, was his confused sexuality. Slater's
adolescence saw him vaguely pursuing girls and mostly fantasising about
boys, and not getting very far with either. His attraction to men was
quickened by a family gardener who used to carry him round and tell him
the names of the flowers (Adams 2003).
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Slater explains this candid contrast to the private nature of his adult food writing
stating:
The truth is I don't really like talking about me, if you look at all the other
cookery people - the TV chefs - they are incredibly open about their lives. I
would never go beyond the age of 18 because it involves other people too
much. One of the easy things about this book was the fact that a lot of the
people involved were dead, and so I can write quite freely. Any later, and that
becomes more complicated.’(Quoted in Adams 2003)

Slater’s food writing emanates from his adult life, something he will not discuss
overtly because of this ‘complicated’ aspect. Thus for the bulk of his literary output his
literary persona is intimate with his readers without disclosing any personal or private
details of his life.
This ambiguity separates Slater from the other authors examined in this study, who
either identify their dining companions, or refer to them with a title that makes their
gender clear. Slater has only recently changed his stance on this, referring to ‘James’
(James Thompson) as both his dining companion and the inspiration for some of his
recipes. He explains that Thompson’s role in his working life has transformed it,
commenting in an recent interview that his Fridays’ are an untouchable day off but
that ‘[t]he exception is my breakfast meeting with James Thompson, who works with
me, full time, on my television series, column and books and without whom
everything would have collapsed long ago’ (Slate 2013: a). Slater has also dedicated
books (Eat 2013 and The Kitchen Diaries III 2015) to James, and Thompson’s
biography on his Twitter account notes that he ‘hangs out cooking with Nigel Slater
most days’ (Twitter 2009). None of this is an explicit confirmation of a change in
Slater’s relationship status, or indeed that he is even in a relationship other than a
close working one with Thompson, but certainly, given his previous silence on the
subject, it reveals a desire to be less ambiguous as to who or whom he is cooking
with and for.
Slater also subverts conventional gendered expectations associated with domestic
cookery. Hollows asserts that ‘cooking has been associated with a professional and
masculine middle class for whom “the preparation and consumption of the
meal…becomes a source of entertainment, of enhanced sensory and social
enjoyment, pleasure rather than work”’ (Hollows 2010: 240). Obviously this is not
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always the case, as illustrated in Slater’s writing of his everyday cookery where
cheese on toast is given as much importance as special meals for friends. In this way
Slater can be seen to ‘ameliorate the tensions’ that Jackson et al. identify ‘between
domesticity…and men’s working lives’ (Hollows 2010: 237). Slater’s working life is
that of a writer, and as such, given that his chosen subject is food, he does not
display any tension in relation to the domestic sphere from which he writes. Unlike
Oliver, Slater simply does not feel the same sense of tension apparent in Oliver’s
address to the domestic sphere. Slater’s queer authorial position is rooted firmly in
the domestic sphere, and he makes no apologies or justifications for his position in
the manner of Oliver. Fejes (2000) asserts that the performance of a queered male
gendered identity
…draw[s]upon various texts of heterosexual masculinity as the basis for
the construction of their own identities, yet the end product is not simply a
distorted mirror image of heterosexual masculinity. Rather the product is a
deconstruction and recombination of its elements, reconfigured in such a
way as to reproduce a multiplicity of identities – from the hyper-macho
leather daddy to the effeminate, yet powerfully dominant drag queen –
whose meanings are very different from that of heterosexual masculinity
(2000: 114).
Slater is unique among the writers selected for this thesis in his use of a queer
address to his readers. He provides his readers with an intimate perspective on food
focusing on his chosen topic in complex and sensual language that draws his
readership into his intimate relationship with food, without always specifying with
whom he shares these meals.

7.2:

Public Construction of Literary Persona

Slater’s work, as discussed, is far more rooted in the domestic than either Oliver’s or
Fearnley-Whittingstall’s. He, unlike his male peers, writes from and to the domestic
in a manner similar to both Lawson and Smith. However there are still aspects of
Slater’s work that are removed from the private arena of the home, such as his
television projects that focus on growing food intended for consumption that would
align some of his concerns with Fearnly-Whittingstall. Slater’s work encompasses
the dual intended purposes of food writing, as a vicarious literary experience to be
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revisited again and again, and as a practical and inspirational set of instructions for
recipes. He has remarked on this duality stating:
Encouraging as it is when I find a well-used copy of one of my books in
the kitchen, I am just as happy when readers tell me my book spends as
much time on the bedside table. (‘There are three of us in this marriage
Nigel’ is a sentiment I have heard more than once.) A good cookbook
should be a good read too. And that is what I hope this book will be to you
(Slater 2012: xii).
Slater, like Lawson, clearly has ambitions for his books to have a literary purpose as
well as an instructional one. Obviously he wants his books to be used, but he is
aware that his writing can provide another, different kind of pleasure and comfort. He
is also aware that because of the degree of intimacy in his literary persona many of
his readers feel they know him personally, and thus by reading his books are
‘spending time’ with him. Unlike his fellow authors, Slater discusses the process that
enables him to create and film his programmes within the body of his food writing.
He was initially resistant to making television programmes in the manner of the other
authors chosen for this study.in association with his books. Slater’s first series Nigel
Slater’s Real Food was broadcast in 1998. His next programmes focused on other
people’s favourite meals and the memories associated with them and A Taste of My
Life was broadcast in 2006. The following, more traditional Nigel Slater’s Simple
Suppers was broadcast in 2009 and a second series in 2010. Slater addresses his
reluctance to make television programmes, writing:
I had no real intention to present a television series. I had enough on my
plate with a long running weekly newspaper column and my books, and,
however much I enjoy watching ‘celebrity chefs’, had no desire to be part
of that world (Slater 2012: viii).
Slater differs from his fellow authors in that he openly discusses the dynamics of
making the television programmes which accompany his writing. Key here is his
rejection of the title of ‘chef’, placing him firmly under the domestic, private title of
‘cook’. In common with his fellow writers these programmes rely on the premise that
the viewer suspends their disbelief and imagines that Slater, or indeed any of the five
authors discussed in this thesis, are making food in their own homes for themselves
to eat. Slater points out that this is not accurate and that, in reality, even his usual
process of creating recipes has to be altered to suit the performative format:
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Most of my recipes are fairly impromptu. They depend on what I have
found in the shops, what is in the cupboard or who is likely to be at the
table. I cook on a whim, a fancy and, it has to be said, sometimes out of
desperation…Planning doesn’t really come into the equation.
Television doesn’t work like that. The team need to know what I am up to,
and for once I have to think weeks, even months ahead (Slater 2012:
205).
This passage acts to reassure the reader that Slater is not the perfect cook that they
can see on their televisions. The programmes, he makes clear, are the results of
‘weeks, even months’ of planning and working with other people. Slater even reveals
in one of his introductions to a recipe that the ‘home kitchen’ seen on his
programmes is anything but, stating: ‘My kitchen, that is my home kitchen, not the
television studio that many people think is my home kitchen’ (Slater 2012: 205). In
many ways Slater’s removal of the fourth wall in discussing the illusion created by
filming also illustrates the performative nature of his fellow food writers programmes.
Slater’s reassurance that what his readers see on television is not real, that it is an
edited and practised performance of his cookery skills, makes his literary persona
more authentic for his readers. Slater’s truthful comments on the process of filming
dispel the notion that it is anything like his real life, and acts to reduce the space
between himself and his readers by allowing them into the production process. He
writes:
I have to laugh when television viewers tweet or blog that I always seem
to eat on my own. As if there were no camera in the kitchen…no sound
and lighting engineers, director, producer, series producer, executive
producer and various runners present. I am, indeed, surrounded. The idea
that the viewer is peering through a hole in the wall and watching me cook
and eat at home is about as far from reality as you can get. Television is a
fantasy (Slater 2012: 272).
By making sure his audience is aware that his seemingly effortless cooking for his
programmes is, in fact, orchestrated with professional teams of helpers, Slater allows
the reader to feel more able to attempt his recipes with confidence. This truthfulness
also acts to allow the reader to then feel less intimidated by Slater’s fellow writers by Oliver’s perfect family and perfectly timed meals; by Fearnley-Whittingstall’s rural
idyllic paradise; by Lawson’s glamour and by Smith’s perfectionism. All have access
to this of kind help from others to create these personas for their programmes.
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Writing is Slater’s major labour, and in it he reveals the real work of cooking – its
pleasures and its disasters. The Kitchen Diaries (2005) and The Kitchen Diaries II
(2012) set out to describe in detail the recipes for a year’s worth of eating (according
to Slater). The diary form suggests that this is an intensely personal account which
recalls Elinor Fettiplace’s household diaries, and again places Slater in a domestic
literary tradition. In reality both texts, in addition to the larger body of Slater’s literary
output, act to highlight Slater’s performed queered gendered literary persona; a
persona that allows for intimacy of perspective without sharing overly private details
of Slater’s personal life. Slater uses a universal and ambiguous address towards his
readers, and as such is able to write with intimacy and sensuality without excluding
any of his readership from his aims and intentions.
Slater’s entry for the first of January in The Kitchen Diaries illustrates how he wishes
to write about his everyday life through the food he prepares and consumes:
There is a single rose in the garden, a faded bundle of cream and
magenta petals struggling against grey boards. A handful of snowdrops
peeps out from the ivy that has taken hold among the fruit trees....January
the 1st is the day I prune back the tangle of dried sticks in the kitchen
garden, chuck anything over its sell by date from the cupboards, flick
through seed catalogues and make lists of what I want to grow and eat in
the year to come. I have always loved the first day of the year, a day
ringing with promise (Slater 2006: 4).
It is clear from this opening paragraph that Slater will be describing not only the
meals he will prepare and eat, but the seasons, environment and circumstances
which motivate his decisions on what he will eat. The sensual descriptions of the
flowers in his garden struggling through the cold of winter allude to the fecundity of
what he hopes for from the same space later in the year. In doing so Slater relates
an emotional response both to the seasons and the food that seem, to him, to go so
perfectly together:
There is something deeply, unshakably right about eating food in season:
fresh runner beans in July, grilled sardines on a blistering hot August
evening, a bowl of gently aromatic stew on a rainy day in February (Slater
2006 :vii).
Slater’s writing provides his readers with a sensual, emotional experience that allows
them to feel that they truly ‘know’ him. In reality Slater is highly skilled at creating
intimacy with his sensual language, his humour and his identification with his reader.
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But, in terms of what he actually reveals about his personal life he is far less open
than either Lawson or Oliver, and – much like Smith and Fearnley-Whittingstall –
presents the reader with an edited perspective of his life which nonetheless allows
them to feel that they are a part of it.
Slater’s work emanates from the domestic, an arena into which he has included and
incorporated the domestic garden. He does not choose to publicly campaign or
remove himself from this arena to lend his work authority. Slater’s adept avoidance
of any conventionally gendered address is often not noticeable and acts to make his
work accessible to all readers equally. This intimacy in the domestic arena lends his
work a feminised perspective, but overall Slater’s inclusion of a number of domestic
spaces – in the home, garden and marketplaces – act to give his work a universal
appeal.

7.3:

Legacy

A change in Slater’s direction and focus in his work can be seen in the publication of
Appetite (2000), a book which made clearer his wide-ranging philosophy on food. As
a regular journalist with a weekly column for the Sunday Observer, and monthly
columns in magazines, Slater had become increasingly aware of his reader’s
concerns about their ability to effectively recreate the recipes he described. This led
him to conclude that many were missing the point of what he was urging them
towards - that cooking should be a pleasurable activity that would add to their lives
as opposed to one that

brings them anxiety and stress.

Slater was made

particularly aware of his readers’ increasing anxiety after receiving an enquiry from a
reader as to whether the tablespoon of parsley he recommended using was heaped
or level. His response was the decision to write a text that reflected his philosophy
that the food one eats is largely a matter of personal taste, and that readers should
learn to trust their instincts more:
I want to tell you about the pleasure, the sheer unbridled joy, of cooking
without a recipe. If this sounds scary, let me qualify. I want to reveal the
delight to be had from making our own decisions about what we eat rather
than slavishly following someone else’s set of rules and to suggest that
much of our cooking has become too complicated - hence the need to
attach ourselves so firmly to recipes (Slater 2000: 9).
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Here it is clear that Slater feels that the natural spirit of cooking as a pleasurable
activity has been lost, surrendered in favour of impressing people with skills that are
perhaps hard to acquire for the non-trained chef. He makes it clear later that it is not
the format of the recipe he disapproves of, but rather the manner of their
implementation by readers:
Recipes are all well and good and I do not disapprove of them per se (I
love the way classic recipes are handed down through the years,
generation after generation, as part of a country’s culture) but what I do
feel is that there is a huge difference between following a recipe and
learning how to cook…I am convinced that a recipe should not be a set of
rules followed to the letter for a mind-numbingly uniform result, but when I
hear someone praising a recipe because it always works my heart sinks
(Slater 2000: 9).
The recipe writer most famous in Britain for being reliable is Smith, a fact of which
Slater was well aware because of his chosen profession and because of their
friendship. Slater is not criticising Smith as such, but the degree to which readers’ of
food writing are afraid to stray from the instructions given to them in cookery texts.
Slater never places his emphasis on perfection, remarking on his belief that ‘most
people want to make quick, tasty food at home, not restaurant food’ (Cavendish:
2003). This removes his style of cookery from the realm of the professional ‘chef’
who would be responsible for the food cooked in a restaurant. However Slater is very
keen that his readers do actually cook, a point he makes clear:
What I want to say is that if you do decide to go through life without
cooking you are missing something very, very special. You are losing out
on one of the greatest pleasures you can have with your clothes on.
Cooking can be as passionate, creative, life-enhancing, up-lifting,
satisfying and downright exhilarating as anything else you can do with
your life. Feeling, sniffing, chopping, sizzling, grilling, frying, roasting,
baking. Tasting, licking, sucking, biting, savouring and swallowing food
are pleasures that would, to put it mildly, be a crime to miss out on (2000:
10).
Slater makes his argument for cooking - of which there are many examples extremely well. He gives examples of his own experience so that his reader can
more closely identify with him. He does not dictate his readers’ choice to them by
using his authority as a writer; rather he allows them to feel that cooking every single
day is not necessary to enjoy the practice, in a manner that is in stark contrast, most
obviously, to Oliver. When Slater goes on to describe how cooking makes him feel,
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his enthusiasm and passion are infectious; he makes the reader feel what they are
missing out on by choosing not to cook.
This is a good example of one of the key aspects of Slater’s personal style - he is
aware that not everyone has the time, or indeed the inclination, to cook every single
day but he urges his readers to do so when they are able in sensual and evocative
language. In many respects he shares this pragmatic attitude with both Smith, and
perhaps more closely, with Lawson. Both women are aware of time constraints,
exhaustion and the way everyday life sometimes dulls the desire to produce
incredible meals every day of the week. Slater, like both women, also exhorts the
joys of cooking properly and with enjoyment on the days you are able to do so.
Slater makes it clear that he is not interested in making his readers feel that they
HAVE to cook; rather he is genuinely desirous that they share in some of the
pleasure he gains from cooking. It is clear that Slater wishes to influence his readers
to maintain a tradition of cookery in their lives however they can fit it in.
In common with Smith and Lawson, Slater makes no secret of the fact that he is an
urban cook, and as such relies on good butchers, markets and fishmongers to
supply him with the bulk of the ingredients he needs. He celebrates these sources,
and writes about them in such a manner as to make the purchasing of these
ingredients a valuable part of the cookery process:
Every Saturday morning I head off to a tiny street market in Bermondsey.
It’s not far as the crow flies and the journey takes me through the city at its
most calm and empty…It’s my favourite part of London and one I often
dream of living in (Slater 2012: 216).
This acknowledgement that Slater buys most of his food, probably has far more in
common with the reality of most of Slater’s readers’ day-to-day lives than FearnleyWhittingstall’s self-sufficiency. The recounting of his trip to the market is rendered
beautiful by Slater’s descriptive language. Slater speaks to the importance of buying
food that is produced ethically but does so in a manner that acts to relieve any
potential guilt in his reader. Acknowledging that the only real difference they can
make is through their buying habits because of a lack of time, allowing them to
identify with Slater and his aims and concerns. For instance on buying fish Slater
writes:
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Which fish I use for a pie will change accordingly to supply, whim and
conscience….A sustainable alternative to the knee jerk varieties is crucial,
and I have had much success with Pollack and line-caught haddock
(Slater 2012: 39).
This illustrates that Slater is aware that there are ethical concerns to take into
account when buying fish, but emphasises that he – in common with his reader –
has to sometimes forcefully remind himself of that fact. Yet, another hugely
important, if not especially prolific, source of food for Slater is his garden, which he
qualifies as:
...a tiny urban space, yet it has been crucial to this book...What I should
emphasise is just how small this garden is. So when I refer to ‘the kitchen
garden’, I am talking about a diminutive patch probably about the same
size as the average allotment. I make no attempt to be self-sufficient, I
simply haven’t the space (Slater 2006: ix).
Slater can be seen to advocate a gentler, more accessible version of the stance
taken by Fearnley-Whittingstall. He admits the home-grown produce from his garden
has been ‘crucial’ to his understanding of his relationship with food in this year.
Bramwell describes the British affinity with the domestic garden by saying it has ‘long
been regarded as a “distinctively national virtue”’ (Bramall 2011: 70). Slater’s
adaptation of the garden can be seen as a less ardent manner of growing your own
food, on a much smaller scale than that advocated by Fearnley-Whittingstall. Slater
in fact seems to use his domestic garden to establish a closer relationship with the
food he eats rather than as part of a larger, political agenda. He sets out his
philosophy and intentions for a year of eating on January the First:
I make a resolution to eat less but better food this year: to eat only food
whose provenance I know at least a little bit of; to patronise artisan food
producers; to increase my organic food consumption; and to shop even
less at supermarkets than I do now. This should be the year where I think
carefully about everything I put in my mouth. ‘Where has this come from,
what effect will this have on me, my well-being and that of the
environment?’ Ten years ago this would all have sounded distinctly
worthy, but today it just sounds like a blueprint for intelligent eating (Slater
2006: 4).
Here Slater can be seen to distil and soften, even feminise the rather more hardline
masculine approach of Fearnley–Whittingstall, and to an extent Oliver, by advocating
a more thoughtful approach to his eating habits. However the major difference is that
whereas in their passion for their subject they can both sometimes come across as
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dictating their preferences to their readers, Slater, in a similar fashion to Lawson and
Smith, favours discussion of his choices with the reader. He lets them think for
themselves and make up their own minds as to how much, or indeed how little, they
wish to incorporate into their own lives. Maggie Andrews suggests that Slater is not
alone in his desire to celebrate and extend his domestic environment, remarking
that:
..the urge for the resurgence of domestic skills such as knitting and indeed
baking can be seen as a reaction to the speed and dislocation of postmodernity, part of an attempt to live differently…to find meaning and
identity in the practices of the everyday (Andrews 2012: 208).
If one adds domestic gardening to the list given by Andrews one can see that Slater
is attempting to add meaning to his domestic practice by attaching value, in much
the same manner as he does for shopping carefully, to his small attempts at
gardening as part of his cooking practices. These practices do not have to be on the
large scale advocated by Fearnley-Whittingstall and Oliver to be meaningful as
Slater’s emphasis on his own domestic efforts make evident.
Slater acknowledges that cooking every day is not for everyone, even him, and this
resonates with the short-cut approach sometimes advocated by Smith and Lawson.
However Slater genuinely enjoys cooking, and does not see cooking as a chore,
rather he sees it as something which enhances his enjoyment of life and forms the
foundation from which he attempts to gain a greater understanding of both himself
and others.
Slater, like Smith and Oliver, is particularly concerned with enabling his readers and
viewers to acquire the basic skills of cookery so that they have the confidence to
eventually attempt more complicated cookery. Whereas Smith is very pedantic about
the manner in which she gives instructions for even the most basic of recipes and
Oliver can seem dictatorial, even a little overbearing from his elevated authorial
position, Slater seems to genuinely enjoy being able to give advice to his readers
that they will find useful. He explains his authorial choices thus:
What is the difference between cooking something that is merely fuel and
something that is a joy to devour? It is certainly not the need to make our
cooking more complicated, neither is it an art that we must have at our
fingertips. It is simply the understanding of the little things that make
something especially good; the golden savoury goo that builds up under a
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pork chop you have left to cook slowly in a pan; the intense flavour of the
bits of lamb that have caught on the bars of the grill. This is real cooking
(Slater 1997: 12).
By describing the end result of his cookery methods he also skillfully illustrates that
they are not complicated or intimidating. There are no technical terms, the language
instead vividly captures the sights, aroma and tastes of the food he describes. Slater
uses colloquial language to ensure his methods are easily understood by all his
readers. He also uses descriptions of food that are desirable and alluring -

if

anything will tempt his readers towards action it is Slater’s use of language to
describe both the process and the finished result.
Slater encourages his readers to carve out their own traditions of food practices
based on their own taste and lifestyles. Slater shares a similar intimate relationship
with his readers as Smith and Lawson. He writes as though he is talking to a friend,
and for that reason does not employ overly technical terms or complicated
instructions. He claims to be:
… neither slapdash nor particularly pedantic in the kitchen (I haven’t much
time for uptight foodies; they seem to have so little fun). Neither am I
someone who tries to dictate how something should be done, and I am
never happier than when a reader simply uses my recipe as an inspiration
for their own. If we follow a recipe word for word we don’t really learn
anything, we just end up with a finished dish. Fine, if that’s all you want.
Does it really matter how you get somewhere? I don’t think it does. Short
cuts are fine, rule breaking is fine. What matters is that the food we end
up with is lick the plate delicious (Slater 2006: xi).
Slater focuses on instilling confidence in the reader so that, ultimately, the pleasure
that they take in cooking will be their own, not a slavish or imitated version of his
own. This does not mean that Slater thinks that cookery is simplistically easy; rather
that it is a skill that is accessible to any who care to devote some time towards it:
The art of crafting something by hand - a sandwich even - for others to
enjoy is something I can always find time for. Making a dish over and over
again till it is how you want it, whether a loaf of bread or a pasta supper
for friends, gives me a great deal of pleasure (Slater 2006: xi).
This is a great example of the skillfulness of Slater’s writing. Whilst the use of the
word ‘craft’ may have his readers feeling intimidated, he punctures this fear by using
the examples of sandwiches and pasta supper, something within the range of cooks
with only the most basic of skills. Slater is keen to instill a love of cooking, or at the
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very least food, by writing about it in such an evocative and sensuous manner he
hopes that his readers will be inspired to eat and experiment for themselves. Even if
they are unable to cook at the very least Slater gives them a literary frame of
reference so that they know what good food should taste like and more, that his
descriptions entice them to try foods they might otherwise dismiss.
One aspect of cookery instruction that Slater includes is recipes that other authors,
with perhaps the exception of Smith, seemingly find too simple, or assume are
common knowledge no matter what the level of cookery knowledge possessed by
the reader. A good example is a recipe Slater provides for a jacket potato:
Go for the biggest in the bag, give it a good wash and while it is still damp
sprinkle it with crushed sea salt...Now prick the skin all over with a fork
and bake on the bars of a preheated oven (200 degrees Centigrade/Gas
6) for a good hour maybe an hour and a quarter. The time will of course
depend on the size of the potato...whatever the wait, it will seem
interminable.
The potato is done when it gives to a little pressure from the thumb and
forefinger. It will also be singing quietly to itself. Its skin will crackle as you
lift it hot and glorious from the oven (Slater 1999: 50).
Slater not only describes in detail the manner in which to cook the potato, he also
removes the fear that the reader might not cook it properly by describing in detail
how to check if it has been cooked correctly. To some it would seem ridiculous to
bother giving a recipe for this simple meal, but the reality is that if people have no
cookery skills or knowledge at all, then even being able to cook a potato is
something they must learn. Slater’s description of a quietly singing potato is elegiac
and acts to elevate this simplest of meals into something precious and special. It
also acts to create a literary experience that is just as precious as the learned skill of
preparing the meal properly, in a manner similar to Lawson’s work.
Therefore Slater’s legacy to his readers can be seen as two-fold: firstly, the
instructions to prepare all manner of recipes with confidence and secondly, a
vicarious literary experience that can be enjoyed on its own merits. Slater does not
intimidate his readers - he explains and demystifies all aspects of cooking, and does
so in a manner that provides the reader with a separate, literary, experience that is
just as valuable as his instruction and advice.
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Slater makes it clear that he has no intention of judging his readers for their efforts in
the kitchen - he is keen to inspire them, but not to berate them, as he feels that
anxiety deters his readers from cooking. In addition, Slater’s inclusions of foods that
have been adopted as part of Britain’s traditional cuisine reveals that he, in common
with his fellow authors, is not only accepting of the creolisation of British cuisine but
that he also sees the maintenance of recipes with a long lineage as a valuable
practice. The focus in these books in particular is designed to guide readers towards
thinking about what they would like to eat, for which Slater can offer suggestions and
the means for them to go about cooking this food. When Slater offers a ‘traditional’
recipe is it not for form’s sake, but because it is something he has cooked and found
delicious. Slater is in part writing for the ‘modern’ families of Britain, composed of all
ages and all manner of relationships. To this end Slater is refreshingly honest and
direct about his own struggles in the kitchen, which acts to aid the reader to identify
with him and trust his advice:
Screwing up: All cooks screw up from time to time. If they say they don’t,
then they are lying. It is very easy to get carried away on the phone with
some intriguing morsel of gossip while your supper goes up in smoke (I do
it all the time) but it is also quite easy to over salt, undercook, get slaphappy with the chili or simply misjudge an idea. When a disaster happens
never let it become anything more than it is. Just one bungled idea out of
thousands of perfectly edible ones, a hiccup in your culinary life…Just
flush it away and get on with something else. Life is too short to cry over
burned beans. Who cares? (Slater 2000: 68).
Slater like Lawson, and - occasionally – Smith, is keen to stress to the reader that in
real everyday life, mistakes occur and food sometimes does not turn out perfectly.
Slater emphasises, by giving examples, that not only has this happened to him, but
that there are far bigger issues to worry about than whether or not a single meal has
turned out perfectly. This permission to his readers to make mistakes acts to make
his writing approachable, whatever the skill of his reader. The admission that this has
happened to him whilst he is chatting on the phone places this writing firmly in the
domestic sphere.
Again, like the writing of fellow authors Smith and Lawson, Slater seems keen to
alleviate the pressure and stress of the labour involved in the consistency of having
to feed a family. He does not buy into the notion, like Oliver, that the purpose of
regular meals is to unite family members and build emotional bonds.

Slater’s
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perspective on the reality of family meals, as opposed to the idealised version often
offered by Oliver, takes on more resonance when he writes of his own experiences:
We have never been what you would call a ‘close’ family. A mother and
father dead by the time I reached my late teens, a brother who emigrated;
an uncle distanced by his obsession with religion. The family member I
was closest to was a mischievous twinkly-eyed aunt whose diet consisted
solely of Cup-a Soup, Bailey’s Irish Cream and a regular swig of
Benylim 13 ...When I was a child she used to take me to see my
grandmother…..No jolly granny with a laden tea table here, just a tired old
lady exhausted from a hard life spent bringing up five children on her own
(Slater 2012: 15).
Slater’s autobiography, Toast, as well as detailing his unhappy childhood discusses
the comfort he sought in the sensual pleasure of food, and the escape cooking
offered him from this life of misery. Therefore when Slater writes of family meals that
will provide comfort for everyone, including the cook, one feels that he is attempting
to redress the unhappiness he could sense was caused by the endless labour of
cooking for a family. In this he again shares aims with Lawson, as both refuse to
make themselves unhappy by answering to the perceived pressures of consistent
cooking because it is expected from them.
When Slater writes of family he is refreshingly clear-eyed and non-judgmental.
Slater acknowledges that he is single and lives alone, so naturally his perspective on
family meals will differ from that of Oliver, Lawson and Fearnley-Whittingstall’s. This
does not mean he is incapable of employing encouraging advice and feeling
empathy for his readers:
No matter how you dress it up, the bare facts are that we have to get a
meal on the table for several people virtually every day of the year. Or to
be accurate several meals, and snacks, and treats, and parties, and just
now and then we might like to have a couple of friends round, too. No
matter how much we like cooking and putting food out for others it is still
an unstoppable roller-coaster of food, plates, pots and pans - and
appetites. One meal finishes and we must start thinking about the next
one, and the next one, and the next one. And there’s more. We must now
need to consider the long-term implications of everything we put into our
families mouths; the likes and dislikes of everyone we are cooking for (a
nightmare in itself); and cope with the nagging thought, ‘Am I doing
enough?’ (Slater 2000: 16).

13

A sleep-inducing cough syrup sold in Britain.
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This perspective is in almost direct opposition to Oliver’s tactics of employing guilt in
order to urge families to cook and eat together on a more regular basis. Slater
describes perfectly the monotony and pressure of always having to provide the
family with food they will like, and often on occasions where they do not like the meal
offered to them – the ‘nightmare in itself’- on a regular basis. Mennell describes the
nature of these domestic activities writing: ‘Many domestic activities – financial
transactions, household maintenance as well as housework – have to be performed
whether one likes it or not’ (1985: 265) In a similar fashion he makes it clear that he
realises this is not always a pleasurable activity, but one that he feels does not have
to be dreaded or resented either. Slater is attempting to make every-day cookery at
least partly enjoyable with a gratifying payoff of the meal that is produced. Slater’s
notion of a fluid understanding of what constitutes ‘family’ in Britain is backed up by
an article for BBC news about the changing status of ‘the British family’:
The biggest change has been caused by divorce….leading to a situation
where many children live with only one parent and see the other at
weekends or holidays. There has also been a huge rise in the amount of
mothers who work…even when there is no divorce, many families need
both parents to work in order to survive….some argue [as the result of
these changes] that modern children are more independent and
mature…So while traditional models of family may no longer be true in
modern Britain, the modern family continues to raise happy and
successful children (BBC News: 2011).
Slater does share one perspective on children and their eating with Oliver and that is
that he too believes that if children are involved in the making of their food that they
will be far more adventurous in their eating habits. He writes, ‘kids love to be put in
charge of an outdoor grill...They seem, or at least the ones I know do, to enjoy being
responsible for part of everyone’s meal’ (Slater 2006: 268). Here Slater seems to
recognise that the aspect of ‘work’ involved in cookery – a notion so valued by Oliver
- adds an aspect of responsibility for children which not only serves as a confidenceboosting novelty, but also adds to their interest in the food they are about to eat, the
primary concern for Slater. Slater does offer some tips to engage children in cookery,
and provides a ‘Kids in the Kitchen’ segment in his texts. These are grounded in
enough humour to gently persuade people to cook with pleasure for their families,
knowing that this will not always be possible. He also acknowledges that when
feeding children, compromises must be made over what is eaten – even at the risk of
eating similar meals frequently:
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Most of us, I expect, don’t even want to imagine a life without pasta,
especially those of us with children. Whatever the xenophobic meat and
two veggists say, pasta is now our national dish. The family no longer
unites over a joint of beef. It unites over a bowl of pasta. For the sake of
peace and all round harmony I think it sensible to make the most of this
(Slater 2000: 18).
Slater is not always enthused about cooking, and his diary reflects that even though
he loves the process of cooking he is no stranger to a short cut now and then
himself: ‘January 6: Grilled mushrooms tonight, slathered with some of that garlicky
French cream cheese from the corner shop and stuffed inside a soft burger bun. A
TV supper of the first order’ (Slater 2006: 8). No reader would be intimidated reading
this recipe, and any images of Slater conjuring up three-course meals every day
seemingly without effort would be punctured.

Slater inserts enough of these

interludes into his accounts of his cooking to remain a realistic figure to his readers,
one with whom they can identify and feel comfortable taking instruction from. A good
example comes after describing the painstaking process of baking his own flatbreads
and making taramasalata from scratch - heavily criticising the mass produced
products whilst doing so. The next day’s entry in his cookery diary reads:
In my smug haze of good housekeeping from yesterday’s baking session,
not to mention my arch disdain for factory produced foods, I have failed to
notice there is bugger all to eat in the house. At seven-thirty I dash to the
corner shop, returning with a tin of baked beans, a bag of oven chips and
some beers (Slater 2006: 78).
Here, after describing, and in effect establishing, his credentials as someone who is
serious about food, Slater quickly punctures his elevated status, mocking himself
and his lofty ideals - which he makes clear he can only maintain for one day. Slater
shares with Lawson this ability to reveal and make fun of his own mistakes, and this
acts to decrease the space between himself and his readers. When compared to the
authoritarian tone adopted by Oliver, Slater comes across, conversely, as far more
confident both in his writing and cooking abilities.
Slater recognises that family forms a personal legacy, one which shapes everyone’s
tastes - when writing about ginger cake he states; ‘I make a decent ginger cake, a
love of which seems to run in our family. My Dad adored them, along with
Battenberg, or ‘window cake’ as he called it which I leave to the experts’ (Slater
2006: 13). Like Lawson, Slater’s tastes have been shaped, in part by his up-bringing.

208

In contrast to Oliver, as previously discussed Slater’s childhood was an unhappy
one, one in which he admits in Toast (2003) that he used food to bring himself
comfort. Adams writes:
Though he has done all he can to minimise the scars of his own
childhood, his fear of his father has followed him in some ways into
adulthood, and is reflected in his diet. As a boy he would not drink milk or
eat eggs, though he could cook with both. This refusal angered his father,
whose family had run a dairy (2010).
Slater’s advice to those feeding children differs significantly from Oliver’s in that he
does not advocate forcing children to eat foods that do not like. He writes:
One thing I am sure of, every bone in my body believes that you should
not try to force a child to eat something he or she does not like. I say this
from having been one of those children who was forced to eat what my
parents thought was good for me (Slater 2000: 16).
Notable among these foods is eggs - there are hardly any egg recipes in Slater’s
texts due to his father forcing him to eat them as a child, the effects of which he
comments on, stating: ‘the downside of my inability to eat eggs is that it rules out a
hundred quick suppers. My loss’ (Slater 2006: 119). This acts to distinguish him from
Smith who has placed such focus on eggs, but also provides clear evidence that
Slater writes for himself and his own tastes, perhaps because this is where he feels
he can write about his chosen subject most authentically. The bigger picturechanging projects of the likes of Oliver and Fearnley-Whittingstall are not for him.
Slater has an unpatronising view onfeeding children; certainly he does not suggest
infantilising meals to make them ‘child-friendly’:
It will be easier if you get the whole family used to expecting the same
food as soon as possible. I don’t mean inflexibility…but I do think there is
much to be said for introducing what are considered ‘adult’ tastes into
children’s food as soon as possible. Why grate cheddar on to kid’s pasta
when they are going to have to get used to Parmesan sooner or later?
(Slater 2000: 17).
Slater also provides suggestions for cooking with children that gives them a real
responsibility, but also makes the act of cooking a treat, almost a game. To be fair,
this is the type of pleasurable activity that Slater believes attaches to all cookery. He
suggests teaching children to make bread, if as he notes, ‘you can stand the
cleaning up afterwards’ (Slater 2000: 70). Furthermore,
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perhaps it is the warmth, or the feel of the dough rising as you pummel it,
or perhaps it is just the fact that they can knock the hell out of something
without being told not to, I don’t know but dough seems the place to start
(Slater 2000: 70).
When Slater talks of cooking for families it is in an effort to involve everyone, in their
own particular versions of family, in the joy and pleasure to be had from cooking.
Slater does not view family cookery as a means to strengthen community and nation,
but as the means by which happiness can be achieved, however fleeting the
experience. Slater views the family, in whatever shape it comes in contemporary
Britain, as a site of solace and one with the potential for joy, to which food is a
conduit.
Slater’s later texts Eating for England (2007) and Tender Vol I and II (2009-2010)
are different means of exploring the peculiarly British manners of eating and
producing food in situ. All three books are about ingredients and meals that are
significantly British, but also explore and discuss British cultural practices of eating.
Slater writes of how he was approached by an American radio programme to talk
about British food, which led him to muse on what exactly he would talk about:
Do I tell them about the meltingly tender lamb from North Ronaldsay, the
famous apple hat pudding with its tender suet crust, or the northern
teacake known as the fat rascal? Do I have time to enthuse about the joys
of medlar jelly, damson gin and the unpasteurised cheeses made down
long leafy lanes in Dorset, Devon and Dumfries? Perhaps I should wax
eloquent about Wiltshire bacon, sherry trifle, Christmas pudding, or steak
and kidney pie with its crumbly pastry and dark and savoury filling? Will
there be time for me to get in name checks for Scottish heather honey,
toasted teacakes, gooseberry fool, and Caerphilly cheese? And will they
let me squeeze in the glory that is a decent haggis, Welsh rarebit or
Cornish pasty? (Slater 2008: xvi).
Here it is evident that Slater has a deep love for, and extensive knowledge about,
traditional British foods. Some are in danger of being forgotten and some have
become iconic, such as the steak and kidney pie, the haggis and Christmas pudding,
- so much so that they are mentioned by nearly everyone who discusses British food.
Slater writes about British food in a reverent and affectionate manner, the Kit-Kat
chocolate wafer and the Kendall mint cake being given as much importance as the
better known dishes. Alasdair Pettinger remarks that food which is distinct to any
culture ‘features both as an individual experience of taste and a sign of local and
cultural distinctiveness, and this distinctiveness may be coded as either familiar or
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strange’ (2008: 133). It is clear that Slater, like Smith, believes the British have a
wonderful heritage of meals and specific foods that they can enjoy and share with
the world, but that some of these distinctive foods and flavours may seem peculiar to
those from other cultures. However, Slater goes on to explore British eating further:
Or do I tell them the truth? That for every Brit eating our legendary roast
beef and jam roly poly there are a million more tucking into Thai green
curry and pepperoni pizza…Should I mention, too, that despite our love of
all that’s local, fresh, organic and ‘real’ we also have a list of edible icons
more eccentric than anyone could ever imagine….The biggest names on
the high street are not Betty’s tea rooms but Starbucks and Subway.
There are more Pizza Expresses than traditional pie and mash cafes and
more McDonalds than fish and chip shops (Slater 2008: xvii).
Throughout Eating for England Slater describes, and punctures clichés about,
Britain, and then describes the food that these peculiarly British circumstances
inspire. Slater dismisses the trope of a constant grey rainy Britain, acknowledging
that these days occur but that when they do there are ways of using food to dispel
the discomfort these weather conditions can induce. The aroma of the cake baking
combined with the comforting atmosphere produced by the fire and the radio, make
what could be a dull miserable day, one that provides an opportunity for cosiness.
Slater describes a means by which the British have coped with their unreliable
weather, and in a subtle manner suggests where Britain’s traditional comfort foods
such as cake, steamed puddings, and stews and braises have originated. He writes:
The cold and wet have resulted in a week of ‘proper’ food: stuff to fill
hollow tummies and make your ears glow with warmth. No dinky bowls of
clear soup and noodles or plates of greens with shaved parmesan and
olive oil this week. Rarely has our eating been so unapologetically old
fashioned...Twice this week I have used cream in the main course - a rare
occurrence, but I need an iota of luxury right now to make me feel better
about this endlessly grey month (Slater 2008: 49).
Slater acknowledges that the feeling induced by hearty food in the depths of a British
winter can also provide feelings of comfort and succor against the depressing effects
of the cold and damp. Again his use of the plural when describing the meals he has
eaten acts to include the reader in the literary consumption, whilst remaining vague
about whom, if anyone, Slater has actually eaten with. Comfort food, an obsession
Slater can be seen to share with Lawson, is something which Slater has gone some
way to analyse in terms of its importance in British cookery:
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Is there something in our demeanour, our national psyche, which makes
heavy, rather bland food sit so comfortably with us? Perhaps it is the food
we need to temper our reserve, inferiority complex and simmering
frustration... our national spirit rises to meet it, there is someone deep in
our culinary souls that remains forever winter (Slater 2008: 131).
Slater recognises this need for comfort food for those living in Britain, however
instead of associating it with the human emotional significance that Lawson does,
he links it with the effects of coping with a climate that can prove unreliable and cold
and, at times, miserably uncomfortable. In either event comfort food is linked to the
domestic, a response in private to circumstances which have made you unhappy,
aligning Slater’s work with that of his fellow cooks Smith and Lawson.
Slater’s legacy resides mostly in the quality of his writing, he draws on inspiration
from his professional training, from his travels, and from the seasons of his native
Britain to create a distinctive literary legacy that is valuable as much for the joy of
reading it as it is for providing instruction and inspiration for the table.

7.4:

Conclusion

Slater is a skillful and accomplished writer whose focus and style allow for a two-fold
enjoyment of his work. He writes prose regarding his eating practices that allow his
books to be enjoyed as a purely literary experience, even by those whose interest in
food could be said to be limited. Slater’s recipes are detailed and approachable,
enabling readers with a wide range of skills to utilise his instructions to make
delicious meals. His style is not overbearing and relies on a gentle urging of his
readers towards discovering the joy of cookery for themselves. He retains enough
respect for the traditional cookery of his native Britain to communicate to his readers
its importance, whilst urging them to incorporate the new in their own cooking
practices. Unlike Smith and Lawson he does not direct his texts to a predominately
female audience, and in contrast to Oliver and Fearnley-Whittingstall he never
asserts his own masculinity when writing or performing. Slater identifies himself as a
‘cook’ and his work is firmly rooted in the domestic and private sphere, aligning it
more closely to that of his female peers, although his professional training aligns his
knowledge with that of the other men chosen for this study. His writing can be seen
to have a ‘queered ’quality in tone, which allows Slater to write intimately and
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sensually about his chosen focus -

the domestic cookery practices of private,

everyday life. Slater is comfortable allowing the food to take centre stage, and it is
food and how it affects all of our lives that provide the major inspiration for his
writing.
His work is complex and contains many different themes and concerns, but never
makes his readers feel pressured or ill at ease either with their own food preferences
or their degree of skill in the kitchen. Although he shares many of his fellow authors’
concerns - Smith’s emphasis on teaching cookery skills, Oliver’s concern for
authentic ingredients, Lawson’s emphasis on the role of food in private life and
Fearnley-Whittingstall’s stress on the ethical rearing of animals for the table - Slater
has his own unique voice and stance. He embodies all that is good about the genre his recipes are versatile, delicious and attainable, and his writing provides a
distinctive separate and precious literary experience, both of which give comfort and
joy beyond the realms of his kitchen.
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Conclusion
Each of the authors selected for this study has chosen food as their primary literary
theme. If - as stated in the introduction - the terms 'cook' and 'chef' indicate gendered
expectations of food preparation and food writing, then this thesis analyses the ways
in which these gendered expectations are confirmed, questioned and queered in the
specific genre of British food writing. The subsequent examination and comparison
of the selected authors’ work reveals that certain conventional gendered
expectations are reproduced in how the authors write about their chosen subject.
The two women selected for this thesis adopt a feminised authorial position which is
resolutely and steadfastly domestic. Both women extol the pleasure and happiness
they obtain by cooking in their homes for themselves and others. This is not to say
that Smith or Lawson are confined or trapped in their domestic arenas. They are not
subjugated or feel burdened by their position in the domestic sphere. In discussing
whether such domestic labour can be described as ‘work’ or ‘leisure’ Mennell writes:
The answer is that it is both. Housework, including domestic cooking, has
never fitted easily into the work versus leisure schema. For the full-time
housewife, and still more for the working wife who in practice still has to
carry the main responsibility for feeding the family, cooking is certainly not
simply part of ‘free time’. It is necessary, unavoidable activity. Yet eating is
generally a pleasurable activity, and cooking in anticipation of that
pleasure can be pleasurable (1985: 263).
Both women obviously take pleasure in the processes of cooking and eating, and
Lawson has often expressed her desire to reclaim her own domestic space as a
place of comfort and solace. They certainly maintain other professional interests
outside of the domestic; Smith is one of the owners of a premier league English
football club - Norwich City - and Lawson designs and markets her own range of
cookware and kitchen tools. But each write ‘from home’, addressing their fellow
readers and cooks as equals and this can be seen to assume a largely female
readership. They both embrace the term ‘cook’ and are keen to assert that their
credentials as a trusted advisor to their readers have come from their own
experience - teaching themselves, making mistakes, and learning from other women
in a matriarchal tradition of female domestic cookery. Food practices, as have been

214

discussed in this study, have fairly traditional expectations and values. Thus the
women authors’ ease in the domestic sphere, for all that it can be seen as
conservative and reductive, does not have to be so. Both women take pleasure from
their domestic cooking, and as argued in the chapter on Lawson, there is power in
deciding what to cook, when and for whom. To see the domestic space as confining
is to misunderstand the purpose of both women’s writing which extols the pleasures
and pride that can be taken from knowing how to cook and how to enjoy eating.
Oliver and Fearnley-Whittingstall represent two masculinised performances of food
writing. Oliver’s literary persona is that of the ultimate patriarchal figure - for his own
family, in his circle of friends, to his students and co-workers, but most importantly to
his readers. He embraces this authorial position and extends it to the utmost limits to
raise awareness of the importance to society of eating well and to implement
national schemes designed to improve the nation’s health and well-being. All of this
political activity removes him from the domestic, and the authority he needs in order
to be the visible figurehead of these projects which operate in the political public
sphere has a decidedly masculine quality. His advice and suggestions may be
directed to the domestic, but they do not emanate from it – as signaled by his
authority of address and professional training.
In a similar fashion, but for very different reasons, Fearnley-Whittingstall also writes
from outside of the domestic sphere. He places himself among the animals he
believes should be reared more humanely, and adopts various professional guises of
chef, activist, and farmer that act to remove him entirely from the domestic arena and
into similar public arenas of power and authority as those occupied by Oliver.
Although, like Oliver, his advice and suggestions are intended for the food practices
of those in the domestic sphere, whether it is buying food more thoughtfully, rearing
your own animals for the table or growing your own vegetables, FearnleyWhittingstall desires his valued ethics to become embedded in domestic practice.
Both men further masculinise themselves by stressing their professional status as
‘chefs’. Mennell argues that this term comes with power, stating that it originated in
the French tradition of professional cookery and that it acts to differentiate the chef
as ‘not himself a cook, but an expert in the art of eating and a leader of public
opinion in matters of public taste’ (Mennell 1985: 134). It is obvious that both men
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intend their projects to influence attitudes on a national level, removing them from
the intimate address adopted by their female counterparts. Their address is not
intimate but is directed at a large and public audience, an audience and readership
they hope to influence and change with their ideas about food and eating, as of
course do the female ‘cooks’. Ultimately their professional skills and training, their
distance from the domestic and the intended scale of their project act to masculine
their work. But again - as with their female counterparts - this is a fairly conventional
representation of gender: men whose work outside of the domestic sphere has largescale public impact as the result of their effort.
Slater with his queered perspective offers possibly the least conventional
performance of gendered identity in this study. He trained as a chef, so his
knowledge about food and its preparation is similar to both Oliver and FearnleyWhittingstall. But his writing is firmly placed in the domestic space and he calls
himself on his Twitter bio ‘a cook who writes’, aligning himself with the un-trained
domestic position of Smith and Lawson. He addresses his reader with the intimacy of
the same ‘one cook to another’ as employed by both women, and although he is
aware of – and obviously cares about – the same issues as Oliver and FearnleyWhittingstall, he does not seek to change the nation’s views by engaging in public
debates.
Of all the authors examined for this thesis Slater offers the least conventionally
gendered stance. He has adopted the practices of both masculine and feminine
performed gendered styles of food writing to develop his own distinct and unique
authorial perspective. The largest gap in the scholarly literature to date is that which
examines a queered perspective on food writing and this certainly offers an
opportunity for future research.
Each author has created a literary persona that holds resonance and meaning for
their readers, but however convincing this persona, it is constructed and edited to
better communicate each author’s ideas and suggestions regarding food. These
personas do however, operate in the ‘real world’ - it would be impossible to discuss
food convincingly if the authors had not tasted their recipes, or taken part in cooking
them (as many ghost-written celebrity chefs’ books illustrate). But these personas
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require skillful writing to allow their readers to feel they know each author intimately.
Whichever means the authors chosen for this thesis have decided upon to create
their performed literary persona - Smith’s direct address, Oliver’s cheeky charm,
Lawson’s sensuality, Fearnley-Whittingstall’s wit and elegance or Slater’s evocative
language -

they are all literary personas created to encourage trust in their

readership.
To this extent each literary construction is successful, as most of their wide
readership feels comfortable enough to call them by their Christian names when
referring to them. This is also evident in the titles of their books and programmes:
Delia’s Happy Christmas (2009), Jamie’s Kitchen (2002), Nigella Bites (2001),
Hugh’s Three Good Things on a Plate (2012) and Nigel Slater’s Simple Suppers
(2009-2011). Certainly the relationship developed through reading these author’s
works is considered sufficiently trustworthy and valuable enough to implement their
instructions – indeed mimic their suggested food practices - in the privacy of the
reader’s own homes with their families and friends.
As was evident when examining the historical texts, food writing - if successful, has
a legacy; it is read long after the period in which it was published, and can be seen to
influence and affect the writing and recipes that come after it. Readers of food writing
incorporate the recipes into their everyday lives, and will refer to the books again and
again as they need to use them. More importantly, practices of eating have social
and cultural significance. Books about food are not just about how people eat, they
are about how people live. These books contain themes that are important and have
meaning in the lives of many in Britain today. Barbara Santich remarks that ‘shelter
and sustenance’ are ‘the two fundamental needs of humans – to which I would like to
add books, or more importantly, language and words for communication’ (Santich
2012: 2). Here Santich emphasises the important literary component of food writing.
Thus each author contributes to these literary portraits of the nation they come from,
but by also giving advice and instruction each author helps to shape the lives of their
readers. Just as we now look to authors such as Beeton and Escoffier to gain an
insight into how people lived in the past, so one day these books will provide insight
and knowledge of how we live now. Cooking and eating is a part of how we live, and
by making each author’s recipes part of one’s own repertoire, something that is
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cooked regularly and enjoyed, something that perhaps younger members of the
family will also learn to cook and eat, each author’s influence extends far beyond the
pages of their books.
Further research from the findings of this study could result in a number of projects.
As the queered perspective on food writing is the least examined from a scholarly
perspective then the most natural and obvious approach would be to address this
imbalance. Food writers like Allegra McEvedy, a female chef who writes from both
within and outside of the domestic sphere, would be a good source, especially given
that her last published book was written in part to recreate her late-mother’s recipe
book that was lost by a careless agent. Examining her queered perspective on her
matriarchal legacy – which she also has made clear she wrote for her own daughter
– would offer a feminised queer perspective. Yotam Ottolenghi is a chef with three
successful restaurants, but he also writes prolifically with many of his recipes having
a domestic focus. Certainly his position as a queer ‘chef’ who writes for cooks
warrants closer examination.
Unlike Slater, Ottolenghi has both a husband and a child, so this – too - would make
his authorial perspective an interesting one to investigate. Jack Monroe became
popular after publishing a blog called ‘A Girl called Jack’ where she wrote about her
efforts to cook and eat for herself and her son when they were facing abject poverty.
She recently announced she is transgendered, claiming a non-binary gendered
identity. Monroe blogs prolifically about politics, sexuality, family and – of course her food writing. In addition s/he has published two books and a third is being
written, so certainly if looking for non-heterosexual gendered literary performances,
all three authors would offer complex avenues of study.
Another possibility for further research might be an examination of the food blogs
that are being published in Britain. Many of these emanate from the domestic
sphere, from authors who are not trained ‘chefs’. What role do gendered
expectations play in this area of the food writing genre? Many new authors obtain
book contracts because of the success of their blogs - authors such as Kerstin
Rodgers - ‘Miss Marmite Lover’ - came to public attention by starting blogs to
document their thoughts on food. Food blogs are increasingly sophisticated, with
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excellent photography and sponsorship by large companies. It would be interesting
to examine whether gendered expectations are as conservatively performed in this
area as in conventional book publishing.
Overall this study has found that relatively conventional gendered expectations are
reproduced within the genre of food writing precisely because many of the practices
surrounding food in Britain remain gendered. Identification as ‘cook’ or ‘chef’ seems
to give a clear indication of the gendered identity from which each author chooses to
write, but the work of all five authors is intended for use in the domestic sphere of
modern Britain. Food writing remains prolific, entertaining, instructive, engaging and
popular, but currently it is also a relatively conservative genre as regards the
gendered expectations for both its authors and readership.
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